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CHAPTER I 
The Research Problem 
I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America, and to the 
republic for which it stands one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and 
justice for all. (Bellamy, 1892; National Flag Conference, 1923; Eisenhower, 
1954) 
Background and Need for the Study 
Across the United States of America, on a daily basis, children repeat the 
Pledge of Allegiance as they attend our nation's schools. For the children, one would 
assume that the word "justice" entails opportunities of intellectual and social 
advancement via a quality education. Ironically, these words that children repeat day 
after day do not ring true for some of them, perhaps leading us to question justice and 
the very "indivisibility" of our country. This attests to the fact that, while these words 
propose to be inclusive, they were meant to be for white men only. When first issued, 
women had no vote and African Americans were not considered full persons - the 
effects of inequality linger today. 
Indeed, after the morning pledge, our nation's children sit down to educational 
programs that vary dramatically in quality. This discrepancy in programs has resulted 
in prosperous futures for some, while leaving others to adult lives plagued with social 
and economic difficulties from inadequate preparation. Valenzuela (1999) tells "how 
schools themselves are organized to perpetuate inequality" (p. 16), noting the blatant 
inconsistencies in educational programs. Kozol (1991) explains that "free" public 
education in the U.S. is not synonymous with an equitable schooling system, 
especially when it comes to poor, low-status students. Historically, this has been the 
case for the Mexican immigrant, as well as the people of Mexican-origin. 
In a study of the relationship between education and income, sociologist-
economist Walter Fogel (1965) claimed that the educational attainment of the 
Mexican-American could not be traced before 1950. Contrary to Fogel's assertion, 
Delgado-Gaitan (1988) has noted that the issues of Chicano underachievement and 
dropout rates have been well documented since 1930. Fitzgerald (1971) explained 
that the gains in education between 1930 and 1950 were most likely slow, due to the 
large influx of Mexican immigrants and the language barrier. Servfn (1966) wrote 
that the "Mexican's area of least success and greatest failure was in obtaining an 
education" (p. 333), implying that the Mexicans were not availing themselves of the 
educational opportunities. 
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More recent studies have shown that access to quality education may not be 
obtainable for all children. The mere presence of an educational program is not in 
itself a guarantee that each individual is benefiting from such programs. Zhou (1997) 
writes that American society offers unequal possibilities for some immigrant groups, 
and this in tum may limit their opportunities. Paratore, Melzi, and Krol-Sinclair 
(1999) draw attention to the increase of Latino children in segregated schools and the 
qualitative differences in these schools, as compared to those schools serving non-
Latina whites. 
Today numerous educational studies document the academic 
underachievement of the Latino student in the United States. According to Trueba 
and Bartolome (1997), with a U.S. Latino population approaching 35 million, and a 
majority of the student population in some of the largest school districts, Latinos are 
worse off today than in the past (Portes, 1996; Smuez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 
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1995a, 1995b; Valencia, 1991). In a study of youth from non-English language 
backgrounds Vaznaugh (1995) noted that although dropout rates have declined in 
recent years among African Americans and European Americans, the Latino rate has 
done the opposite. Garda (1994) reported that the drop out rates of nonwhite and 
Latino students is two to three times the rate of European American students. 
However, the dropout rate is not an absolute figure, it is compounded by the fact that, 
while most European Americans drop out in the 11th grade, Latinos drop out by 81h 
grade. In 1990, 40% of the total number of Latino dropouts had left school by the 81h 
grade (General Accounting Office, 1994). 
The General Accounting Office (1994) found that 50% of Latinos ages 16 to 
24 dropped out of high school in 1992, up from 30% in 1990. Latinas alone, ages 16 
to 24, showed a 30 percent drop out rate, compared to 12.9 percent for African 
Americans and 8.2 percent for European-Americans (Ginorio & Huston, 2000). Solfs 
(1995) noted that in a report specifically targeting Mexican Americans, the 
Congressional Research Service found that this group had the lowest median number 
of school years completed (9.9) and the lowest proportion of high school graduates 
(40.8%). According to the California Department of Education (2001), the high 
school graduation rate for Latinos was 56.9% for school year 1999-2000. 
The statistical data in the previously mentioned studies provide an undeniable 
reality concerning the educational attainment of Latino youth. Considering the results 
of such studies, what does this situation entail for a nation that prides itself on a 
"justice for all" proposition? Seda and Bixter-Marquez (1994) write that education is 
the way for Latinos, as well as other groups to escape poverty, yet high school 
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graduation rates for this particular population continue to move in a downward spiral. 
Trueba and Bartolome (1997) warn that the economic and technological future of the 
United States depends on the educational success of Latinos, as well as African 
Americans and Asian Americans. If the United States does not want to view "what 
appears to be a growing underclass," then addressing the socioeconomic and 
educational situations of Latino youth should be of high priority to the nation (Seda & 
Bixler-Marquez, 1994, p. 196). Certainly, a growing underclass might not contribute 
to a nation that is "indivisible." Instead, the U.S. may be orchestrating pockets of civil 
unrest in inner cities where people, due to their deplorable living situations, will 
demand a response to their substandard living conditions. 
The necessity of addressing the Latino's educational saga becomes even more 
important when reviewing the 1990 U.S. Census. The census revealed that 15 percent 
of all children are immigrant children or children of immigrants and of these, 59 
percent are Latinos (Landale & Oropesa, 1995). Waldinger (1997) reported that 
Mexico is the most important sending country with 22 percent of the 1990 foreign-
born population coming from Mexico and sixty percent of them living in California 
(Trueba, 1999). Due to the diverse migration flow from Mexico, Cornelius (1995) 
writes about the impact that patterns of settlement have on public schooling. In 
California, immigrants are concentrated in certain parts of the state, such as Los 
Angeles County where 42 percent of the state's English language learners reside. We 
can assume that these children are entering schools with a culture and language that 
differ from the mainstream school environment. Nevertheless, they are in need of a 
quality education while undergoing adaptation to a new country. 
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Despite the growing interest in immigrant children and children of immigrants 
(Zhou, 1997), Portes (1996) has noted that much remains to be discovered between 
the importance of the new second generation and current knowledge about its 
condition, including its educational attainment. Zhou (1997) notes that existing 
research has been based on regional surveys and ethnographic studies on specific 
immigrant children. This information on immigrant children includes geographic 
distribution, demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, school attendance, 
fertility patterns, labor market opportunities facing entrants to the labor force, and the 
establishment of independent households (Hirschmann, 1994; Jensen & Chitose, 
1994; Mollenkopf, Kasinitz, & Waters, 1995; Landale & Oropesa, 1995; Zhou & 
Bankston, 1994). 
In addition to decreasing graduation rates, Latinos show alarming poverty 
rates when compared to other groups in the U.S. Using the 1990 Census data, Landale 
and Oropesa (1995) reported that the poverty rates among Latino Americans was 
41%, compared to 21% for non-Latino European Americans, 24% for non-Latino 
African Americans, and 27% for Asian Americans. Hernandez (1997) reported that 
approximately 50% of families headed by a Latina were considered poor. While 
levels of adult adaptation are usually evaluated by occupational attainment and 
income, adaptation by young immigrants is measured by educational attainment. 
However, census data do not contain detailed information on school performance for 
immigrant children and children of immigrants (Zhou, 1997). 
Each Latino subgroup (Cubans, Central Americans, South Americans, 
Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, etc.) has its own immigration experience that encompasses 
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political, economic, social, cultural, and educational factors. This reality creates a 
unique set of circumstances for each subgroup. Although there is a need to study all 
Latino subgroups in regards to their chronic underachievement, the greatest need 
seems to lie with Mexican immigrant families due to their high immigration rate and 
their socioeconomic situation (Waldinger, 1997). This is especially true in the State of 
California, which is home to 60 percent of Mexican immigrants, a group who showed 
the lowest educational attainment of all groups in the U.S. (Hernandez, 1997). 
Waldinger (1997), studying second-generation upward mobility, shows how the new 
economy is having the same influence on non-Mexican immigrants as it does on 
native-born families. Waldinger concludes that the Mexican immigrant population 
"stands distinctly at risk; and only its magnitude makes immigrants as a whole appear 
distinctively exposed to the wind of economic change" (p. 896). Thus, from a 
socioeconomic standpoint, addressing the educational attainment of Mexican 
immigrant students is of vital concern. 
Seda and Bixler-Marquez (1994) emphasize that "The education of Hispanics 
needs to be analyzed at the macro and micro levels in a comprehensive manner, i.e., 
in the cultural, socioeconomic, and community contexts, including the family unity" 
(p. 1). Macro level studies might include such information as the evaluation of school 
programs, while studies at the micro level might focus exclusively on the lived 
experiences of the students. Using a micro level approach, Valencia (1991) was able 
to illuminate the wide gap that arises when teachers are unfamiliar with their 
students' lives. Trueba (1989) stresses the need for qualitative perspectives of Latino 
students and their families. In one case study (Casanova, 1988), the importance of 
analyzing all aspects of a student's background in order to avoid an "asymmetrical 
relationship" (p. 10) between the parents and school personnel was stressed. 
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The assumption that Mexican immigrant families and other marginalized 
groups do not value education contributes to such asymmetrical associations. Ellen 
(1984) claims that the case study approach "enables the analyst to establish 
theoretically valid connections between events and phenomenon that previously were 
ineluctable" (p. 239). Paratore et al. (1999) conclude that in order to understand and 
reverse the phenomenon of school failure, the researcher has to understand the 
student's home and school experiences. 
Information concerning the lived experiences of students can help to explain 
why some individuals succeed against the backdrop of their personal circumstances 
and the barriers found within the educational system. Despite the potential impact on 
the educational process, such information at the macro and micro levels remains 
virtually invisible to most educators. In "Academic Invulnerability Among Mexican 
Americans," Alva and Padilla (1995) tell how "little attention has been given to 
students who overcome a number of socioeconomic and cultural disadvantages to 
succeed academically" (p. 1). Another study (Quadrel, Fischhoff & Davis, 1993) 
emphasizes the need to understand and identify factors and processes that determine 
academic invulnerability. The coping resources that Mexican Americans use in order 
to avoid academic failure have not been studied as intensely as the risk factors 
associated with low academic achievement (Padilla, Cervantes, Maldonado, & 
Garda, 1988). More recently, the idea of focusing on "successful students" as an 
avenue to understanding how others may be helped has become an area of attention 
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(Achor & Morales, 1990; Alva, 1991; Alva & Padilla, 1995; Gordon, 1996; Nieto, 
1994; Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2000). 
While information associated with academic performance can be gleaned 
from census data, standardized tests, case studies, and research studies that involve 
ethnographic and interview approaches, more recent studies (Katz, 1999; Nieto, 1994; 
Valenzuela, 1999; Stanton-Salazar, 2001) have addressed what Freire (1970) calls the 
"culture of silence" (p. 12). Countless hours have been spent trying to determine why 
some students succeed or don't succeed in American schooling, but as Nieto (1994) 
states, "discussions about developing strategies to solve educational problems lack 
the perspectives of one of the very groups they most affect- students" (p. 392). Have 
students been given ample opportunity to voice their own beliefs and concerns about 
the direction of their intellectual and social development as they approach adulthood? 
Since these students are the individuals experiencing the phenomena of success and 
failure, are they not in the best position to determine where the problems are located? 
In the U.S., a child undergoes a transition from the home to the school 
environment as she commences fonnal schooling. For the Mexican immigrant, the 
transition is exceptionally intense as she enters a culture and language that doesn't 
reflect her early years of growth and development. Often times the Mexican 
immigrant child is coming from a home in which the family is also adapting to the 
host society, as members secure employment, housing, and other daily necessities. 
In order to benefit from lived experiences, family members must be able to 
mediate their new environments while adapting to the new culture and language. 
Childcare in the home is impacted by the adults' abilities and willingness to provide 
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sustenance, as well as interactions that contribute to intellectual and social 
development. The entire family is immersed in a meaning-making existence that 
includes finding a place within the public schools. Thus, in order to understand 
students' lived experiences more fully, it would be highly beneficial to engage the 
voices of other significant family members who have interacted with children. 
Granted, the findings of such research may not provide a resolution for every 
Mexican immigrant or person of Mexican-origin, but it may begin establishing a 
pattern that will lead to a greater understanding of group needs. It is time to involve 
students in the process of their own "knowing" (Freire, 1973, p. 101) and "becoming" 
(Freire, 1970, p. 65). These students and their families have the potential to analyze 
existing circumstances and to identify supportive measures while realizing where 
their experiences have fallen short of the "justice for all" proposition. 
Statement of the Problem 
What are the home and school experiences that have contributed to the 
academic achievement or academic underachievement of the Mexican immigrant 
female student or female student of Mexican immigrants? How can educators help all 
students from immigrant families in their quest for academic attainment? 
Researchers continue to question why some Latino students perform poorly in 
school while others are successful, despite similar socioeconomic and cultural 
disadvantages. Educational studies show that Latinos continue to reflect the highest 
dropout rates of any other ethnic group in the U.S. For the Mexican immigrant child · 
or child of Mexican immigrants, the need to adapt to American schooling may entail 
a specific course of action unique to this particular subgroup. If immigration trends 
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continue as expected, with Mexico being the most important sending country, the 
need for a closer look at the educational performance of Mexican immigrants is both 
urgent and beneficial as the U.S. moves into the new millennium where the demand 
for technology rises exponentially. 
This study followed the notion that the explanation of educational experiences 
can best be attained via the voices of students and parents. Without these key 
contributors, studies can only make feeble attempts at designing educational practices 
that would ensure academic success. Due to the alarming drop out rates for Latinas 
(Ginorio & Huston, 2000), and the high poverty rates for those families headed by 
Latinas (Hernandez, 1997), this study focused on first and second-generation 
Mexican immigrant female students. Besides relating their personal experiences, 
students and parents were given the opportunity to realize possible changes in their 
own actions as well as recommend changes in the school environment. 
Theoretical Framework 
It is only at the moment of our birth that we humans are completely unsullied 
since from that moment onwards, our environment will proceed to twist and 
shape our perception of the world for better or worse. Depending on what 
ethnic group we belong to and to what extent our primary caregivers see their 
environment objectively, we then begin to develop the characteristics and 
schema that will influence how we interact with, and accept the peculiarities 
of the world and its occupants. (Kyne-Norris, 1998) 
As children of Mexican immigrants leave their caregivers and begin formal 
education in American institutions of learning, they are often times confronted with 
values, prejudices, and political realities of the powerful dominant society. The 
possibility of ameliorating these confrontations, as a step towards addressing 
academic underachievement, is dependent on the multiple relationships both inside 
and outside institutions of learning. The theories of social capital and resiliency, 
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together with student voice, will be used to approach the issue of academic attainment 
in this research. 
According to Putnam (1995), James S. Coleman deserves recognition for 
developing the social capital theoretical framework. In "Social Capital and the 
Creation of Human Capital," Coleman (1988) refers to the social capital of the family 
as relations between children and parents or other prominent members in the life of 
the nuclear family. Social capital makes it possible for human capital (changes that 
enable the individual to act in new ways) to be passed from one person to another, 
making the phenomenon a resource for educational growth within the family and the 
community outside the home. "Both social capital in the family and social capital 
outside it, in the adult community surrounding the school, showed evidence of 
considerable value in reducing the probability of dropping out of high school" 
(Coleman, 1988, pp. 118-119). 
In "A Social Capital Framework for Understanding the Socialization of Racial 
Minority Children and Youths," social capital is "reserved for instrumental or 
supportive relationships with institutional agents" (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, p. 7). Since 
these relationships are deemed "systematically problematic" for low-status children 
and youth, the significance of social capital is underscored for this population. Other 
scholars (Smirez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 1995a; Valenzuela 1999; Valenzuela & 
Dornbusch, 1995) have referred to "familism," family relations within the home of 
Mexican-origin people, as a form of social capital in the enhancement of academic 
performance. 
The theory of resiliency is "the ability to bounce back successfully despite the 
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exposure to severe risks" (Benard, 1993, p. 44 ). Resiliency is of particular interest in 
a discussion of educational achievement due to its potential explanation of 
"successful youth," those who, despite multiple barriers, manage to reach their 
academic goals. The theories of social capital and resiliency are closely related in 
that the personal and environmental factors supportive of resiliency are developed, 
established, and maintained through various forms of social capital. This process is 
ongoing due to the steady flow of an individual's numerous complex relations 
throughout life. 
Ogbu (1992) writes that the ability for different minority groups to adapt to 
American society, including formal schooling, is dependent on their "collective 
interpretations of and responses to the discriminatory treatment by white Americans" 
(p. 3). Thus, a prerequisite to increasing an individual's social capital and resiliency 
inside the school environment requires an exploration of power relations associated 
with formal education. 
Creating an environment where the voices of students and parents are allowed 
to express their cultural, ethnic, and linguistic attributes is the first step to 
understanding power relations - for those who hold power as well as those who 
appear powerless. One way of recognizing and transforming existing power is 
through critical reflexivity that "focuses attention on the daily lived reality of power 
relations and helps us to recognize how we are all involved in both the control and 
resistance [of power] ... this view assumes that power lies in each of us" (Street, 
1996, p. 12). Delpit (1988) tells how those with power might not be cognizant of its 
existence, while those with less power are fully aware of its presence. This 
phenomenon only serves to perpetuate historically rooted power relations. 
Furthermore, Del pit (1995) claims that power is intrinsic to issues of race, culture, 
and class. "Those with power are frequently least aware of- or least willing to 
acknowledge- its existence. Those with less power are often most aware of its 
existence" (p. 26). 
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In his discussion of student empowerment, Giroux (1989) explains how the 
school agenda should enable students to draw upon their own histories, voices and 
cultural resources in an effort to create new skills and knowledge. "It [empowerment] 
also means teaching students to take risks, to struggle with power relationships, and 
to critically appropriate knowledge that exists both within and outside their 
immediate experiences" (p. 7). 
Freire's theory of empowerment uses dialogue with critical reflection, and 
reflective action in a critique of society within a historical and cultural context (Ada, 
Beutel, & Petersen, 1990). Such transformative dialogues, as espoused by Freire, 
provide opportunities "for the oppressed to use their intellectual power to be critical 
and innovative so that they can fashion a world freed of domination and exploitation" 
(Park, 1989, p. 15). Through transformative dialogues the participants begin to name 
the world for themselves, and in the process begin to critically reflect on its cultural 
and political realities (Ada & Beutel, 1993), resulting in the "enlightenment and 
awakening of common peoples" (Fals-Borda & Rahman, 1991, p. vi). By listening to 
the voices of students and parents, we as educators can learn first hand about their 
experiences in the schools, how social and educational structures affect student 
learning and parental participation, and what we can do to provide high quality 
education for all students. 
Research Questions 
1. What are the experiences at home and school that have contributed to the 
academic achievement or academic underachievement of first and second-
generation Mexican immigrant females, as related by the students and their 
parents? 
2. What are the experiential patterns of first and second-generation Mexican 
immigrant females, as expressed by students and parents, which have led to 
academic failure or success? 
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3. What are some recommended changes in the existing educational system that 
could be undertaken in order to improve educational achievement, as 
suggested by first and second-generation Mexican immigrant females and 
their parents? (e.g., structural and curriculum changes, as well as changes 
associated with institutional agents) 
Significance of the Study 
This participatory research study provides educators at all levels with a deeper 
understanding of the educational experiences of first and second-generation Mexican 
immigrant female students, as heard through the voices of the students and their 
parents. The findings add to the existing research that shows how this particular 
population can succeed when given the proper learning context. American society 
must come to believe that the education of Mexican immigrants, as well as other 
marginalized groups, is foundational to the survival of a democratic nation. If the rate 
of academic failure continues unabated, the U.S. stands to risk its future as a country 
that has so ironically professed a "justice for all" proposition. 
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CHAPTER II 
Review of the Literature 
Introduction 
In order to understand the complexity of issues associated with the 
educational experiences of Mexican immigrant students, this chapter provides an 
overview of critical factors in the current literature. In identifying such factors, it is 
important to understand the historical events that have impacted the schooling of 
Mexican-origin people, as they aspired to become "educated" and improve their 
circumstances. As the "revisionist historian," (Acuna, 1972, p. 23) R. E. Ruiz (2000, 
personal communication) once said, "You should have seen what it was like for a 
Mexican to graduate with a Ph.D. from UC Berkeley in 1950." His personal 
experience has led him to write extensively about a history viewed through the lens of 
the Mexican, rather than the oppressor. R. E. Ruiz (1998) underscores the value of 
knowing one's history: 
If you don't know who you are, and you're of Mexican background as I am, 
then things can be quite complicated and quite difficult. It is the sense of 
history that gives you that sense of pride, el orgullo, orgullo personal, el 
honor [the pride, personal pride, the honor] as ~y father used to say and my 
mother would echo, that makes you stand up and be counted. (p. 1) 
In the spirit of R. E. Ruiz' words, an understanding of the past and present 
circumstances calls for a critical re-visioning of history, revealing interpretations that 
provide a more complete explanation of the conditions in today's educational 
institutions. Rosaldo (1989) revisions history as he brings the reader to a different 
understanding of the encounter between the Mexican and his colonizer in Paredes' 
(1958) With His Pistol in His Hand: 
He was born into a world dominated by an aggressive group that spoke a 
foreign language. But they were immigrants, not he. Not unlike African 
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American and Native Americans, Chicanos [people of Mexican-origin] cannot 
readily be absorbed into a standard history of immigration and assimilation. 
(p. 152) 
The first section of this literature review begins with an historical account of 
the Mexican people in the United States (1856 to 1960) involving issues of 
immigration and the general portrayal of the Mexican in American schools. This 
section will be followed by present day considerations in education, barriers to 
academic achievement and an analysis of resiliency in successful students. The last 
section of chapter II discusses the role of the parent and family in the educational 
process. The issues of discrimination, assimilation, acculturation, accommodation, 
and oppressive forces will be interwoven throughout these sections. The intent of the 
literature review is to provide a more comprehensive picture of the present day 
educational challenges by a "revisioning of history," thereby, acknowledging and 
respecting the historicity of the Mexican people. 
Historical Overview of the Education of the Mexican People in the U.S. 
Through our ancestors we have been given the concepts, history, and 
possibility of who we are today. We are not born in a vacuum without history 
or connection to all of humanity. Therefore, it is important that we think of 
knowledge as something that an individual cannot achieve alone. (Ada & 
Beutel, 1993, p. 32) · 
While one would be hard pressed to challenge the value of the preceding 
quote, we must pause and ask ourselves, "Have we been given our history?" This 
question is especially pertinent for the generations of Mexicans who have contributed 
to the making of American society, yet eliminated in many cases from the historical 
record. Even though public schooling was to eventually include Mexican children, 
past intentions cannot be characterized as willful, adequate or honest. 
The fact that human beings are socialized into their respective learning 
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communities creates a unique set of circumstances for the Mexican immigrant under 
the U.S. system of formal education. From the very beginning the Mexican people 
were pressured to adopt an American way of being while compromising their own 
sense of self. Critical reflection of this process gives credence to the present situation 
in which the majority of Mexican-origin students continue to receive a substandard 
education, marred with discriminatory undertones. Understanding the similarities 
between past and present circumstances can provide guidance in future educational 
programs for Mexican immigrant families. 
The "Mexican Problem" 
Past and recent studies (Manuel, 1930, 1965; Montejano, 1987; Huntington, 
2000) refer to the schooling of Mexicans as the "Mexican Problem," implying that 
Mexicans were not welcomed into the educational realm or that they were to be 
tolerated in some particular way. The approaches to the schooling of Mexican 
children make one wonder if there was ever a real interest in those involved, 
especially in the years prior to 1950. 
As Mexican children entered the schools of southern California (1920 to 
1950), the majority of Americans saw them as a problem (Fitzgerald, 1971). In "The 
Handbook of Texas Online," (2000) the early schooling (1540 to 1836) of Texas' 
diverse population (indigenous groups, Spaniards, and mestizos) strove to teach 
"behavior patterns" in preparation for life in missions, towns, and presidios: ''The 
primary purpose of these institutions was to settle, civilize, and control the Indian 
population" (Talamante, 2000, p. 1). Between 1836 and 1900, private individuals, 
churches, and public officials viewed public schooling as a way of "preserving the 
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social order" (Handbook of Texas Online, 2000, p. 1). Thus, the goal was not to 
develop the individual for her own personal worth but to benefit those in power by 
implementing and adhering to a pre-established social order. Further evidence of this 
trend is supported by actions on the part of the dominant population to "isolate" the 
Mexicans, using what has been referred to as "social separation" (Wollenberg, 1976; 
Montejano, 1987) or "social apartness" (Menchaca, 1995). As one California 
educator wrote in 1920: 
One of the first demands made from a community in which there is a large 
Mexican population is for a separate school. The reasons advanced for this 
demand are generally from a selfish viewpoint of the English-speaking public 
and are based largely on the theory that the Mexican is a menace to the health 
and morals of the rest of the community. (Stanley, 1920, p. 714) 
Manuel (1930) explains that the creation of separate schools was for the 
purpose of maintaining a viable labor force in Texas' growing agricultural industry: 
"educating" the Mexican children was thought to be an attraction for the working 
parents. Montejano (1987) claims that support of this human "labor market" was the 
basis for maintaining separate schools and a general social arrangement of 
separateness: "Physical separation ... was necessary to control the Mexican stranger; 
elaborate social rules were necessary to ensure that Mexicans knew their inferior 
position in the developing order" (p. 161). Due to its obvious racial characterization, 
Montejano claims that farm society in rural Texas has been described as 'castelike' 
by observers. According to Menchaca (1995) separate schools and residential areas 
were used as the primary way of maintaining divisions in society, thereby serving as 
an impetus in the prevention of intermarriage. Regardless of the ways in which 
separateness was carried out, both Menchaca and Montejano maintain that the 
rationale was racial in origin. In his discussion of language learning between groups 
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Labov (1987) writes: 
The fundamental problem of American education is racism- beliefs and 
practices that are motivated by and reinforce the view that one race is superior 
to others. Its most obvious expression is residential, economic, and 
educational segregation ... Integration within cities and across city lines is 
required to reduce the isolation of black and Hispanic youth. (p. 144) 
In the past, the dominant society repeatedly justified the isolation of Mexican 
children. Some of these advocates stated that existing natural barriers such as 
"railroad tracks" and the "wrong side of town" were reasons for educating the 
Mexican children separately (Fitzgerald, 1971). School authorities claimed that 
parents were indifferent to their children's "frequent absences" (p. 53), making 
educational efforts meaningless since the Mexican people were not believed to value 
education. Montejano (1987) points to the "dirty Mexican" label and head lice as 
reasons for separating Mexicans from the rest of society, despite the fact that an early 
survey (Manuel, 1930) showed that hygienic conditions posed no difficulties and that 
head lice could be readily eliminated. But as Montejano notes, Manuel had 
"operationalized the idea of the 'dirty Mexican,"' (p. 233), a label which is repeated 
in the studies of this period. 
In the late 1800s, California's state government-implemented the "hygiene 
rationale," allowing school administrators to prohibit "filthy or identified as 
unhealthy" children in the public schools (Menchaca, 1995, p. 69). Even more 
profound was the attitude of the times, contained in the words of the philosopher 
Josiah Royce (1948), who condoned the ill treatment of the Mexican: "It served him 
right of course. He had no business, as an alien, to come to the land that God had 
given us ... we hated his whole degenerate thieving .. .lazy and discontented 
race" (p. 287). 
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Another reason for isolating the Mexicans was for the benefit of all students 
(Fitzgerald, 1971; Menchaca, 1995; Wollenberg, 1976). Menchaca (1995) quotes a 
Ventura County (California) superintendent in 1914: "It [separation] was merely the 
school district's attempt to prevent Mexican students from adversely influencing 
Anglo American students, the argument being that the former students would slow 
the academic development of the latter" (Menchaca, 1995, p. 66). At the same time, 
Mexicans received a different curriculum that suited their special abilities. "They are 
primarily interested in action and emotion but grow listless under purely mental 
effort ... [They were not made for] book study and seat work" (Stanley, 1920, p. 715). 
These and other factors led to the establishment of separate "Mexican schools" 
throughout the Southwest, extending the saga of the Mexican's subordination by 
Americans and their governing bodies. 
Mexican Schools: Institutions of Segregation 
In addition to the pressure of communities and local authorities in the 
foregoing discussion, changes in the state legislatures dictated educational policy of 
Mexican children based on their "whiteness." Unlike the Chinese, Japanese, and 
American Indian, who were considered non-White and subject to school segregation, 
the Mexican could not be considered non-White due to her Latin American descent 
(Menchaca, 1995), the fact being that there was no federal law that mandated the 
segregation of Latinos (Wollenberg, 1974). However, Hendrick (1977) tells how 
legislators argued that Mexicans could be segregated because they were "colored." In 
the end, the California school code of 1935 permitted the segregation of Mexicans 
who were of Indian descent but not American Indians, as the American Indian was 
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removed from the "segregationist policy" in the same year. 
Despite these debates and codes at the level of state governments, Montejano 
(1987) relates how the first Mexican school was established in 1902 in Central Texas 
and by 1930, 90 percent of the South Texas schools were segregated. Following suit, 
Southern California established its first Mexican school in 1913 and the schools 
continued to multiply there after. By 1931, 80 percent of the schools practiced 
segregation in the Los Angeles area (Wollenberg, 1976). Wollenberg notes that 
although the schools in southern California practiced segregation, exceptional 
Mexican students were allowed to attend "white schools." A few school districts 
developed criteria that allowed the Mexican families to send their children to white 
schools but not without mandatory specifications such as, "apparent prosperity, 
cleanliness, the aggressiveness of parents and the quota of Mexicans already in the 
mixed school" (Tuck, 1946, p. 186). 
These early practices that led to segregation in the schools continue to leave a 
trail of ethnic isolation in some communities. Menchaca (1995) describes how school 
segregation in a southern California community (1925 to 1953) was closely tied to 
two factors: (a) the growth of the Mexican population, and (b) the residential 
segregation of the Mexican community. Due to the continuation of pre-established 
ethnic zones in this community, Menchaca concludes that the only means of 
desegregation is to provide busing or a "redistricting" of the areas. In a neighboring 
city, and one which includes the site of this study, Menchaca relates the outcome of a 
court ruling: "Judge Harry Pregerson, who heard the court case, ruled that the 197,0 
conditions of segregation ... were inextricably tied to a historical process-that is, the 
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well-planned scheme of forced segregation pursued in the 1930s" (Menchaca, 1995, 
p. 77). 
Early support of the Mexican schools claimed that these educational 
institutions would meet the needs of the Mexican student. What were the actual 
conditions in the schools and was there truth to the claims that regarded them as 
beneficial to the Mexican people? If the goal was to prepare the Mexican for 
integration into American society, how effective were the practices and at what costs 
to the Mexican people were they implemented? 
A description of the Mexican schools mirrors what the immigrant children of 
the Atlantic coast experienced from 1880 to 1920. Berro! (1992) tells how the "little 
aliens" attended segregated schools, which were so crowded that the school day was 
based on half time schedules or the practice of seating two children on one seat. Other 
discomforts included no knowledge of the English language, ridicule concerning the 
immigrants' dress, and the modification of names without consent in order to 
facilitate pronunciation by the dominant group. Teachers were described as 
"antagonistic" and the curriculum reflected the goal of "Americanizing" all 
immigrant children. The origin of the home economics class in the public schools 
took its historical root in these early years, encouraging immigrants to adopt the 
habits of the American populace. In much the same light, Mexican schools in the 
Southwest were overcrowded, based on half-day schedules, received little financial 
support and assigned teachers with minimal training. 
From a review of the Taylor (1971) and Gamio (1989) interviews, which took 
place in the Southwest in the early 1920s, Talamante (2000) draws attention to the 
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early schools. One principal tells how money was taken from the Mexican schools 
and given to the American schools, despite his meager school materials: a broken 
bell, two old blackboards, three to four erasers, no play equipment, no axe to chop 
wood, and no water (Taylor, 1971 ). Talamante (2000) writes that the role of the 
school was not to provide the Mexican with a quality education. The opinion of a 
traveling newspaper correspondent from Mexico reflects this notion: 
As the government of Texas and the other authorities don't interest 
themselves in enforcing the educational law, the Mexican children almost 
don't receive any education. They aren't taught hardly anything at the 
schools ... and I have heard many teachers, farmers, and members of a School 
Board say: 'What do the Mexicans want to study for when they won't be 
needed as lawyers but should be taught to be good and they are only needed 
for cotton picking and work on the railroads?' (Gamio, 1989, pp. 222-223) 
The correspondent goes on to tell how he witnessed the bathing of Mexican children 
in gasoline, a common practice carried out by teachers at the school site to kill head 
lice. In some cases Mexican children in southern California (1919) were admitted into 
White schools but they were placed in separate classrooms and forced to bathe 
(Menchaca, 1995). Another interviewee in Talamante's (2000) paper emphasized 
how Mexicans were incapable of becoming Americans, therefore justifying the 
inferiority of the schools. Manuel (1930) notes that public sentiment rather than 
pedagogical judgment seems to have been the deciding factor in school segregation 
and inferior school facilities. Indeed, Manuel declares that one of the handicaps that 
the Mexican child had to overcome was the "Mexican school." 
A characteristic of schools in the 1920s was over crowding. During the height 
of the agricultural industry, a typical Mexican classroom held 60 students in one room 
(Menchaca, 1995). In relating a more serious condition, Menchaca compares the 
conditions of a Mexican school to that of an American School. In one Mexican 
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school, 950 children occupied eight classrooms (an average of 116 students per 
room), while 667 children utilized 21 classrooms in the American school (an average 
of 31 students per room). Manuel (1930) provides a detailed description of a 
"distressing and disheartening" rural Mexican school in Texas: 
The Mexican students are housed in a room about 20 X 20 feet. The 
enrollment at the time of the writer's visit was 38, and 30 were in regular 
attendance. These children are given a 5-months' school-such as it is-while 
the [American] school has a term of 8 months. There are desks for 12 of the 
30. Single boards, set upon supports and extending from the wall toward the 
center of the room, and folding chairs were provided for the rest. Pieces of 
board here and there on the wall served as blackboard. Water was carried in a 
bucket; all used the same dipper. There was almost no equipment-no 
playground apparatus, no flashcards, and the like. The teacher was a high-
school graduate with no further training and no previous experience. She was 
paid a salary of $60 per month. (pp. 59-60) 
Manuel (1930) underscores the great discrepancy between the Mexican and American 
schools, noting that in many cases the discrimination was obvious and extreme. 
A goal used repeatedly in support of segregated schools in the past was the 
need to "Americanize" the Mexican child. Part of this process entailed the learning of 
English. However, Menchaca (1995) and Manuel (1930) assert that children of 
Mexican-origin who were fluent English speakers and had no knowledge of the 
Spanish language were still placed in the segregated sc~ools. The children's Spanish 
last names were used to categorize them in this way. The problem of language 
intensified when it was discovered that Mexican children learned English much faster 
when attending a mixed school (Fitzgerald, 1971). Fitzgerald explains how the first 
generation spoke little English if any, while the second generation was "greatly 
handicapped" in the first five years of formal schooling due to the language barrier. 
Yet another aspect of the early schools was the role of the teacher and 
principal. Often times it was difficult to find qualified teachers who were willing to 
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work with Mexicans (Fitzgerald, 1971). Manuel (1930) tells how teachers in Mexican 
schools were paid less than those in American schools. Mexican schools were looked 
at as training grounds for new teachers, eventually leading to transfers to American 
schools if the teacher was deemed capable. Even principals who showed "outstanding 
progress" were relocated to American schools. Although many of the teachers were 
untrained and unskilled, Manuel claims that they were "probably succeeding less well 
than they would with English-speaking children because of the special difficulties of 
teaching Mexican children and of the frequent lack of supervision" (p. 68). At the 
close of a graduate course on the problems of Mexican students (southern California) 
a prospective teacher expressed her feelings: 'I've had a very entertaining 
experience ... but as far as I am concerned they are still dirty, stupid, and dumb' 
(Griffith, 1948, p. 153). Montejano (1987) describes how the teachers in Texas (1920-
1940) who were paid considerably less than their counterparts in the American 
schools shared the common beliefs that the Mexican was biologically and 
intellectually inferior. 
Although information concerning the early educational performance of the 
Mexican student is not easy to interpret due to varying measurements of academic 
ability, Manuel (1930) identified the following trends in studies conducted from 1922 
to 1928 in Texas: 
1. Mexican children on the average have lower scores on intelligence tests 
than do other white children of similar ages. There is, however, a wide 
range of ability and many Mexican children have a 'superior' or 'very 
superior' rating. 
2. The language handicap of Mexican children decreases with school 
advancement, but the extent to which it is responsible for their unfavorable 
standing is unknown. 
3. Test scores seem to decrease with increase of Indian blood. This, of 
course, is not saying that the Indian blood is responsible for the lower 
standing. (p. 25) 
Manuel also notes the reasons for success and failure, described as "favorable and 
unfavorable" standings of the Mexican student during the same years: 
Reasons for Success -favorable standing 
1. Ambition 
2. Hard work-inclined to take the work 
3. Fewer diversions. 
4. Rivalry with other whites. 
5. Greater age than that of other whites. 
6. Previous training in Mexican schools. 
7. Intelligence-emphasizing particularly the factor of selection in grades 
above the primary. (pp. 26-27) 
Reasons for Failure - unfavorable standing 
1. Language difficulty-inability in English, both reading and expression. 
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2. Unfavorable home situation-uneducated parents, lack of encouragement, 
inadequate reading materials, poor food, poor sleeping conditions. 
3. Poor attendance. 
4. Inefficiency of school system. 
5. Lack of understanding between home and school. 
6. Lack of incentive-to plan ahead for college or to work in lines in which 
they see no need. 
7. Less mental ability than that of other whites. (Manuel, 1930, pp. 26-27) 
The significance of the above information is that present day reasons for 
academic achievement or underachievement parallel those of the early 1920s in many 
ways. These early observations lead one to wonder to what extent the educational 
programs for the Mexican immigrant have improved. A forthcoming section of the 
literature review reveals how "resiliency," found in successful students today, is 
related to some of the characteristics described as "favorable standing." A majority of 
the characteristics above, described as "unfavorable standing" are also noted in 
contemporary research. 
Despite what appears to have been a grim educational outlook for the Mexican 
student, Wollenberg (1976) tells of an incident in southern California where seventh 
graders in a Mexican school outscored their American counterparts on standardized 
27 
achievement tests. Results from these tests persuaded the judge to rule in favor of the 
plaintiffs in the Mendez vs. Westminister case against school segregation in 1946. 
The judge noted that Mexican children were being segregated according to their 
family names and charged that assimilation was better attained through integration. 
The history of school segregation for the Mexican immigrant and the people 
of Mexican-origin in California is a long string of court cases where judges have 
supported minorities' rights to education under the "broad national principle of equal 
protection under the law." However, Wollenberg (1976) has noted that the realities at 
the local levels continued to exercise segregation if not exclusion. It wasn't until the 
1960s that national principle and local practices acted, although sometimes 
unwillingly, to desegregate California schools. 
In 1970, a district near this study's site showed three of its six elementary 
schools with 95% Mexican-origin children while the other three schools contained 
75% White children (Menchaca, 1995). Despite efforts to change such conditions on 
a state level, Wollenberg (1976) writes how the 70s showed some of the same 
historical views, with euphemisms replacing overt and openly stated racist remarks. 
The Mexican immigrant was to be labeled with yet another set of descriptors such as 
"culturally disadvantaged" or as "threats to quality education." As will be shown in 
the next section of the literature review, overt racism of the 70s turned to covert 
practices that continue to be based on racial stereotypes and institutional practices. 
Echoes from the Past: "Yes to Education, No to Schooling" 
Given the historical context of the Mexican immigrant's entrance to American 
schooling, is it possible for a people to recover from the wounds of the past and look 
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to the future with optimism? 
Although the Mexican immigrant has survived decades of racism and 
discrimination, the same attitudes on the part of dominant society continue to surface. 
In "The Special Case of the Mexican Immigrants," Huntington (2000) describes the 
"Mexican problem" or immigration with the following characteristics: contiguity due 
to Mexico's close proximity, high numbers of immigrants, illegality, concentration in 
certain regions of the country, and persistence. In regards to education, Huntington 
writes, "No school system in a major U.S. city has ever experienced such a large 
influx of students from a single foreign country. The schools of Los Angeles are 
becoming Mexican" (p. 2). 
Similar attitudes are reflected by present day educators, such as this California 
superintendent: 'We've got to attend to the idea of assimilation and to make sure that 
we teach English and our values as quickly as we can so these kids [immigrants and 
other minority groups] can get in the mainstream of American life' (Walsh, 1990, p. 
Bl-4). Incidentally, at the time the superintendent spoke these words, the dropout rate 
in his district was at 40% for the Latino population (Matute-Bianchi, 1990). A 
superintendent in Olsen's (1997) study blatantly remarked: "Fix those immigrants! 
Do something with them so they are more like us" (p. 159). 
These shortsighted statements assume that straight-line assimilation has been 
successful in the last 140 years and that the immigrants' entrance into the American 
mainstream has been one of simply replacing one lifestyle for another. Furthermore, 
public opinion, including that of educators, is shaped by such statements, which are 
then incorporated into patterns of political responsiveness and general ill feeling 
29 
about low-status groups. As M. Suarez-Orozco (1996) states, the end of the 20th 
century brings "hysteria" over immigration that has become "one of the great 
discontents of our civilization" (p. 152). 
Learning from the Past 
In looking towards the future, Trueba (1998) projects that there is no 
immediate end to the flow of Mexican immigration. This reality makes it even more 
necessary to focus attention on our institutions of learning with an understanding that 
the repeated attempts to "educate" the Mexican immigrant have fallen short of a 
society that proclaims a "justice for all" proposition. 
In addition to adding her ancestors' contribution to the historical record, 
Menchaca (1995) examines how the past has impacted the self-worth of individuals in 
her community today. In line with Menchaca's examination of self-worth, the 
"cultural systems approach" suggests that over time minority members become 
convinced that their "place" in society is at a distinct disadvantage (Garcia, 1994). In 
analyzing the portrayal of Mexican people after the U.S. takeover of the Southwest 
(1836-1980), Rfos (1980) shows how stereotypes from newspapers made their way 
into literature, i.e., A. Brenner, 0. Henry, J. Steinbeck, and others. By tracing 
statements and images, Rfos was able to prove the origin and perpetuation of 
stereotypes, which justified an unjust war against the Mexican people. Reza (1995) 
explains how the oppressive forces of such propagandism, combined with segregative 
actions impacts the targeted group: 
They begin to internalize [the oppression] and blame themselves for their· 
condition because of their ethnicity, their gender, their socioeconomic 
standing, their culture. In reality, the condition is a result of racism, classism 
or sexism. When groups or individuals can no longer make the distinction 
between oppression and internalized oppression they start thinking it's 'just 
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us.' It is the oppressor's ability to construct a reality for the oppressed. (p. 74) 
If we were to combine the historicities of Mexican-origin communities 
throughout the Southwest, with special attention to early schooling and the policies 
that dictated learning outcomes, perhaps a better understanding of present day 
concerns in formal education might be better understood. Menchaca (1995) notes how 
"past forms of discrimination have evolved into subtle and modern manifestations of 
dominant group racism" (p. xvi). Unlike the historian R. E. Ruiz (2000, personal 
communication), who was taught Mexican history and culture by his father, the 
majority of Mexican immigrants and people of Mexican-origin in the U.S. are not 
aware of what the past has entailed. Furthermore, American institutions of learning 
are not prepared with curricula that offer its nation's children an opportunity to learn 
and reflect upon their own historical evolvement. 
Instead, students of Mexican origin and other groups understand how they are 
perceived as "less intelligent, as lazy, as dependent and begin to take on these 
attributes themselves, particularly in response to perceptions held by social groups 
that wield political and economic power" (Garcia, 1994, p. 198). Suarez-Orozco and 
Suarez-Orozco (1995b) have noted a psychological abuse that stereotypes the 
Mexican immigrant as 'innately inferior, lazy, prone to crime,' and a 'drain on 
society.' The impact of these historical labels extends to the children of immigrants. 
What will be their response to a world that stigmatizes their people while delegating 
them to the lowest ranks of American society? 
The schools in the Southwest, where there has been a concentration of the 
Mexican people since the Mexican-American War of 1846-48, have had about 140 
years to develop a system of education for all its inhabitants. Unfortunately, present 
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day statistics do not reflect any substantial improvement in the educational attainment 
of Latinos. In 1996, persons of Mexican descent comprised 63 percent (17.9 million) 
of the Latino population (Romo, 1999). Although this figure does not reflect the 
demographics on Mexican immigrants, Romo reports that fewer than 25 percent of 
Mexican immigrants hold a high school diploma, with Latino students dropping out 
two to three times the rate of European American students (Garcia, 1994). In other 
words, the 140 years of attempting to establish educational programs for what has 
become a majority minority has not made any substantial improvements. 
The past has paved a future that depicts the student of Mexican-origin as a 
person who is not capable of achieving. By declaring that academic advancement is a 
result of individual effort, the schools have been able to blame low-status students 
and their families for underachievement. As Hank Levin stated in an interview with 
Brandt (1992): "The way you define children has an awful lot to do with the way you 
work with them" (p. 20). The years of stereotyping such people and the resulting 
feelings of inferiority combined with present day institutional practices that exclude 
and sort students by skin color, class, and proficiency in English, denies them the 
opportunity to a just education (Olsen, 1997). 
Not a One-Answer Deal 
In his framework explaining the underachievement of low-status youths in the 
U.S., Ogbu ( 1991) contends that an analysis of the historical background of a 
particular group, i.e., incorporation into American society, as well as its perception of 
the larger society and its status within the society, are essential to understanding · 
academic performance. Valenzuela (1999) has challenged Ogbu's framework by 
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claiming that subordinate groups, such as Mexican Americans, have not been 
incorporated into the U.S. via the dominant model of assimilation. Due to the 
framework's focus on "the differences in perceptions and the adaptational coping 
strategies that each group uses to negotiate the barriers they face to achieve their 
goals, the analytical focus gets shifted away from the school site" (Valenzuela, 1999, 
p. 17). 
In the case of Mexican Americans (Mexican-origin people born in the U.S.), 
Ogbu (1987) explains that their strategies of rejection towards schooling and 
underachieving arise because they associate academic achievement with being 
"white." The students also view schooling as having no rewards for them. Contrary to 
this interpretation, Valenzuela (1999) found that students were not in opposition to 
education and the possibilities of such an endeavor. Instead, they rejected "schooling 
-the content of their education and the way it is offered to them" (p. 19). Kohl (1994) 
describes this as the "willful refusal to learn, not the failure to learn that affects 
academic outcomes" (p. 2). Kohl distinguishes the behaviors as such: "Failure is 
characterized by the frustrated will to know, whereas not-learning involves the will to 
refuse knowledge" (Kohl, 1994, p. 6). Kohl's refusal to learn and Valenzuela's 
rejection towards schooling are captured in this student's discourse: 
I don't get with the program because then it's doing what they [teachers] want 
for my life. I see Mexicanos who follow the program so they can go to 
college, get rich, move out of the barrio, and never return to give back to their 
gente [people]. Is that what this is all about? If I get with the program, I'm 
saying that's what it's all about and that teachers are right when they're not. 
Except for Mr. Murray, I don't care what teachers think because then they can 
control me. (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 94) 
It is clear that what the teachers want is not in-line with the student's wishes. 
However, through critical reflection, the student distinguishes an exceptional teacher 
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who concern's himself with the student's post high school plans. While Ogbu's 
(1991) framework, concerning the incorporation of low-status students into the U.S. 
may not be the sole reason why people of Mexican-origin experience such severe 
underachievement, it does account for the historical racism and institutional 
oppression that continues to shadow certain groups. 
In comparing Mexican immigrants and second-generation youth of Mexican-
origin, studies (Matute-Bianchi, 1991; Rumbaut, 1995; Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-
Orozco, 1995a, Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001; Valenzuela, 1999) show 
immigrants with higher rates of academic achievement than their second and third 
generation U.S.-born counterparts. However, Valenzuela (1999) noted this only in the 
"non-college bound track." These differences did not appear in the college bound 
tracks. Additionally, all of the aforementioned studies reported that immigrants held a 
general positive attitude toward schooling, as compared to their U.S.-born 
counterparts. Immigrants in Romo and Falbo's (1996) study were described as fluent 
biculturals who benefited from both the Spanish-dominant and English-dominant 
groups. 
The prominent explanation given for the immigrants' academic success is 
their ability to compare conditions in their homeland to that of the host country or 
what is known as a "dual frame of reference" (Ogbu, 1991; M. Suarez-Orozco, 1991). 
Valenzuela (1999) notes that in addition to motivating academic performance, this 
psychological orientation may help to lessen students' criticism of U.S. schooling, 
enabling them to further their aspirations. On the other hand, U.S. born Mexican-· 
origin counterparts are not able to benefit from such a point of reference; children of 
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immigrants are not able to evaluate their present experiences in terms of the 
limitations and hardships found in the past (Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 1995b) 
and because of this, do not perceive education as a benefit. 
In addition to the lack of a dual frame of reference, language may also play a 
part in the academic achievement of U.S. born students of Mexican-origin. Having a 
good command of a language system is essential for academic growth. Unfortunately, 
many of these students are subtractive bilinguals who end up without a strong 
language system, limiting their achievement possibilities. 
Inconsistent with the immigrants' academic success is a high national dropout 
rate for Latinos as a whole (Rumberger, 1995), emphasizing the need to analyze 
generations separately. Perhaps the immigrants experience academic success initially 
and then meet with less than favorable conditions as time passes. Studies (Olsen, 
1997; Romo & Falbo, 1996; Stanton-Salazar, 1997; Valenzuela, 1999) explain that 
factors such as the inability to secure support at higher levels in the academic 
hierarchy may be the cause for leaving school. In studies (Kao & Tienda, 1995; 
Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 1995a, Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001) of 
Latino adolescents, it was determined that the longer immigrants remained in the 
U.S., the more negatively they perceive formal education as a worthwhile endeavor. 
Even though one group of students in Valenzuela's study entered U.S. schools as 
young children, they were found in regular non-college bound tracks in high school. 
Although the literature is rich with studies that try to determine which factor 
in a student's life (socioeconomic status, education of parents, English proficiency, 
number of years in the U.S., etc.) is responsible for academic underachievement, 
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Valenzuela (1999) proposes an analysis of the schools as sites of perpetual inequality. 
Like the early Mexican schools, Valenzuela is determined to show how today's 
schools act as sorting agents by practicing cultural and linguistic subtraction. 
Valenzuela focuses on the structural aspects of schooling, such as tracking, and 
underscores the curricular bias against Mexican culture, i.e., the Spanish language 
and Mexican things. 
For students of Mexican-origin, this organizational approach results in the 
formation of divided groups who actually share a common history. Native-born 
Mexicans do not benefit from a classroom that prevents their lived experiences while 
their immigrant counterparts invest in what might be the only opportunity to advance 
their social mobility. This situation might explain why regular-track immigrant youth 
tend to perform better than U.S.-born generations. 
Valenzuela (1999) also acknowledges the ambiguous relations between the 
school and the surrounding community; Mexican immigrants develop positive 
attitudes towards the school, whereas native-born Mexicans develop negative or 
indifferent attitudes. How then can the two groups come together in solidarity? As 
mentioned previously, the overt forms of organizing American schools have turned to 
covert actions that remain invisible to some, such as a newly arrived immigrant or an 
uninformed parent, but obvious to others. Olsen (1997) describes the situation as 
such: 
The silence of educators and refusal to acknowledge the social, political, and 
economic implications of their role in marginalizing immigrants and 
racializing children are a continuation and perpetuation of myths that 
inequities are the result of individual capabilities and efforts. Beneath this 
denial is fear and anger, and (sometimes) outright racism. (p. 250) 
In their efforts to acquire a high school education, Olsen claims that newcomers to the 
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U.S. undergo the following three parts in the Americanization process: 
1. Academic marginalization and separation. 
2. Requirements to become English-speaking and to drop one's native 
language in order to participate in the academic and social life of the high 
school. 
3. Insistent pressures to find and take one's place in the racial hierarchy of 
the U.S. (p. 248) 
Valenzuela (1999) refers to "Americanization" as subtractive schooling, a 
process that guarantees academic underachievement by deliberately taking from the 
student and thereby creating a schooling system that is subtractive rather than 
additive. These practices have special implications for the generations of native-born 
students. For example, even though Mexican Americans tend to lose the Spanish 
language with succeeding generations, students are not encouraged to regain their 
language. Most do not have the opportunity to learn about their origins or to see their 
heritage valued and celebrated in the school environment. The tradition of tracking 
students sets them up for inferior learning experiences and eliminates the possibilities 
of higher learning and upward mobility. This separation of groups (immigrant and 
U.S.-born) extends beyond the school environment to further alienate the students on 
a social level. 
Studies (Kravetz, 2000; Lucas, Henze, & Donato, 1997; Mehan, Villanueva, 
Hubbard, & Lintz, 1996) that have addressed the issues brought up by Olsen (1997), 
Valenzuela (1999), and Stanton-Salazar (1995, 1997), show how the present system 
can be reversed but only when the entire school works as a community to name and 
address the needs of all students. The remarkable aspect of Mehan et al.' s ( 1996) 
work is that the program, Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID), · 
"untracks" students from low-income, ethnic and linguistic minority backgrounds and 
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places them in college-bound courses alongside high-achieving students. By 
providing ample support, the program has seen an increase in high school graduation 
rates as well as college enrollments. 
Do We Want to Teach All Students? 
Lucas et al. (1997) identified six exemplary high schools that foster 
educational programs of superior quality for all students. Practices that had a 
profound effect on students' academic performance were: (a) the elimination of 
tracking, (b) a staff that reflected the diversity found in the student population, and (c) 
a school community that was dedicated to understanding the needs of language 
minority students. In addition to these implementations, the following key features 
were adhered to closely: 
1. Value is paced on the students' languages and cultures. 
2. High expectations of language-minority students are made concrete. 
3. School leaders make the education of language-minority students a 
priority. 
4. Staff development is explicitly designed to help teachers and other staff 
serve language-minority students more effectively. 
5. A variety of courses and programs for language-minority students is 
offered. 
6. A counseling program gives special attention to language-minority 
students. 
7. Parents of language-minority students are el}couraged to become involved 
in their children's education. 
8. School staff members share a strong commitment to empower language-
minority students through education. (Lucas et al., 1997, pp. 380-381) 
Unlike the high schools in Olsen (1997) and Valenzuela's (1997) studies, the schools 
in Lucas et al. 's study practice additive education. For example, school staff 
welcomed the home culture and language and viewed the student as both learner and 
teacher. 
Krovetz (1999) identified another set of exemplary schools; these schools 
improved student performance by fostering resiliency in all aspects of the school 
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environment. Resiliency has been defined by Benard (1993) to be "the ability to 
bounce back successfully despite exposure to severe risks" (p. 44). The school is 
viewed as a resilient community that emulates the following "protective factors that 
foster resiliency for its members: (a) caring, (b) high expectations and purposeful 
support, and (c) ongoing opportunities for meaningful participation" (Krovetz, p. 2). 
Each school in Krovetz' study created its own approach to resiliency, emphasizing 
the point that there is no one formula for all schools. However, the following 
characteristics were common to all schools: 
1. Members have a sense of belonging. 
2. Cooperation is promoted. 
3. Successes are celebrated. 
4. Leaders spend lots of positive time with members. 
5. Resources are obtained with a minimum of effort. 
(Krovetz, 1999, pp. 60-61) 
If one takes into consideration the needs of the students in Olsen (1997) and 
Valenzuela's (1999) studies, juxtaposed with the successful outcomes in the 
aforementioned studies (Mehan et al., 1996; Lucas et al., 1997; Krovetz, 1999) of 
exemplary schools, the obvious solution to the horrendously low academic 
achievement in the Latino population is contained within the word "care." 
If we truly care about educational outcomes, we will act. We will eliminate 
the tradition of tracking students at all grade levels and we will foster resiliency 
within the school and community environments. Is it any wonder that studies (Katz, 
1999; Valenzuela, 1999) have devoted space to Noddings' (1992) concept of care in 
schools? "Caring is a way of being in relation, not a set of specific behaviors" 
(Noddings, 1992, p. 17). A caring person is one who hears, sees, or feels what the 
other tries to convey. According to Noddings, "Classrooms should be places in which 
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students can legitimately act on a rich variety of purposes, in which wonder and 
curiosity are alive, in which students and teachers live together and grow" (p. 12). 
Valenzuela (1999) makes special reference to the significance of Noddings' 
continuity of place, people, and curriculum in the daily life of a school, claiming that 
continuity "permits the development of trusting·relationships and preempts students 
from turning exclusively to peers and strategies for academic survival that often 
increase their marginalization" (p. 104). 
According to Reyes and Scribner (1995), "Only when race, culture, and 
ethnicity are introduced as the centerpiece of the discourse on educational policy will 
the daily school lives of students of color become both meaningful and empowering" 
(p. 224). The aforementioned studies, based on trusting relationships between 
students and school officials, demonstrate the truth of this reality on a micro level. On 
a macro level, such as state or nationwide efforts to care for children's learning, 
Edmonds' (1979) statement continues to ring true, "Whether or not we will ever 
effectively teach the children of the poor is probably far more a matter of politics than 
of social science" (p. 23). Edmonds states that we already know how to successfully 
teach all students, but there remains one question: Do we want to teach all students? 
In Search of the Ivy Walls: Barriers to Academic Achievement 
Assuming that American schools are following the practice of 
"Americanizing" present day immigrants, is it not logical that challenges will arise as 
students move in and out of their "multiple worlds" (Phelan, Davidson, & Yu, 1998), 
represented by the home, school, and other community domains? The ease at which 
students make these transitions will depend on their ability to mediate between their 
own values, norms, and beliefs and those of the dominant group. Often times, 
students will be influenced by their surroundings, including people and other 
influential mechanisms, as they transition between worlds. 
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Krovetz (1999) stresses the power that educational institutions have in shaping 
the lives of students; he also makes extensive recommendations on how schools can 
improve their environments to maximize learning and students' well being. However, 
due to the United States' historical and consistent record of producing a desired 
populace through formal education, it is questionable whether schools can adopt 
Krovetz' recommendations of healthy, nurturing environments for all students. 
Recommendations such as these jeopardize the established practice of molding a 
particular kind of student who reflects "American culture," and more often than not, 
finds the student replacing his or her cultural traits for those of the status quo. 
In cases where immigrant students refuse to conform to the established order, 
a resistance towards the status quo on the part of the student may develop. In order to 
comprehend the challenges that students encounter in these places of power, it is 
necessary to examine the institutional forces and ideological factors, which make 
access to social capital and institutional support extremely difficult for working class 
children and adolescents (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). 
In discussing the barriers to academic achievement, studies have tended to 
isolate one variable (i.e., language, culture, socioeconomic status, etc.), despite the 
fact that variables tend to interact simultaneously as the individual negotiates multiple 
worlds (Phelan et al., 1998). Perhaps the difficulty of measuring the variables 
simultaneously has prevented researchers from venturing into these waters. Katz 
(1999) and Valdes (1996) claim that single-factor explanations for the academic 
failure of first-generation Mexican immigrants are inadequate and simplistic. 
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Sociocultural theory, first introduced by Vygotsky and other Russian scholars 
in the 1920s and 1930s, provides a lens through which the education of Mexican-
origin people can be analyzed. The theory arises from the premise that "human 
activities take place in cultural contexts, are mediated by language and other symbol 
systems, and can be best understood when investigated in their historical 
development" (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996, p. 191). Sociocultural theory is especially 
important as we view the historical evolvement of schools in the education of 
Mexican-origin people. The decades of labeling certain groups with particular 
characteristics serve to mask the people's underlying potentiality while maintaining 
low expectations that are unrealistic yet lead to detrimental outcomes, such as high 
dropout rates and other societal problems. 
As mentioned earlier, the constancy of this "labeling" phenomenon eventually 
manifests itself in the targeted group so that oppression becomes internalized, 
resulting in a self-perpetuating cycle. This reality compounds the difficulty of shifting 
between multiple worlds and accentuates the significance of accumulating social 
capital while gaining institutional support. Ideally, all students should be able to 
master the process of shifting between multiple worlds but a number of institutional 
forces serve to regulate those who will navigate successfully. In addition to analyzing 
how individuals maneuver these daily challenges, it is also important to reveal how 
the school environment constructs such hurdles to academic achievement, especially 
when we consider our justice for all proposition. 
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Social capital and Institutional Support 
Institutional forces in the experiences of Mexican-origin students can be 
discussed in light of social capital theory (Coleman, 1988, 1990), a theory that refers 
to "social relationships from which an individual is potentially able to derive 
institutional support, particularly support that includes the delivery of knowledge-
based resources" (Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995, p. 119). Examples of such 
resources may be information gained from institutional agents about academic 
courses, college admissions, and career guidance. 
Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch (1995) draw attet:ltion to the fact that social 
capital is not intrinsic to social relationships; rather it is a phenomenon that arises 
whenever knowledge-based resources are exchanged within a social web of 
relationships. Social capital makes it possible for students to attain goals, supporting 
the view of academic achievement as a collective process, rather than solely an 
individual endeavor (Valenzuela, 1999). Stated as such, the success or failure of a 
student to establish relationships that contribute to academic achievement is partially 
dependent on his or her ability to successfully interact with institutional agents who 
hold knowledge-based information. Thus, the question becomes: What are the steps 
to acquiring social capital within the educational institution, and how accessible is the 
process for the Mexican immigrant and other students of Mexican-origin? 
Stanton-Salazar ( 1997) alerts us to the fact that social relations can be 
potentially supportive and exclusionary, including "symbolically violent properties 
rooted in the macro-social structures of society" (p. 9). This notion is related in 
Taylor's (1993) "Living in an Adversarial Society": 
In the United States of America, we daily ascribe pariah status to many 
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different peoples, people of color and white people, whose lives do not appear 
to 'measure up' to the expectations of the United States' dominant institutions 
... We do not 'accept' the differences; we create them. Ours is an adversarial 
society in which we make sure that certain groups of people fail. This is the 
problem we refuse to see. (p. 1) 
This discussion begins with the assumption that supportive ties, gained 
through social relations between students and institutional agents are necessary for 
educational advancement. Although supportive ties are often found in the homes of 
European American middle-class students, they are normally found outside the home 
of working class and minority students. Two personal accounts from students 
demonstrate this assertion; the first account is from a middle-class European 
American student: 
My mother is a high school teacher, she knows many (if not the majority) of 
my teachers and counselors. She and my father both graduated from college 
and have taught me how to learn, keep up on college applications, etc. 
Because of this, it is almost impossible to separate home from school. We talk 
about the same subjects, discuss the same issues. There is virtually no 
transition for me, making life easier. The problem is, my world is often totally 
school without differences to give it variety and life. (Phelan et al., 1998, p. 1) 
Obviously, the student's parents have generous amounts of social capital that are 
easily passed on to their offspring. The account contrasts sharply with a Latina 
student's initial contact with her high school counselor: 
My first day signing up for high school ... my Dad had been working in the 
fields, but he came home early this day to take me so I could get registered ... 
there was a counselor ... and I took my eighth grade diploma which was 
straight As, and I was valedictorian of my eighth grade ... and I told him I 
would like to go to college and could he fit me into college prep classes? And 
he looked at my grades and everything, and said, well, he wasn't sure I could 
handle it. My dad didn't understand. He was there with me. And this 
counselor put me in non-college prep classes. I remember going home and 
feeling just terrible. (Gandara, 1995, pp. 73-74) 
The aforementioned account makes evident the fact that the student's future 
educational program was left to the counselor's discretion; she was denied the college 
track courses despite her academic standing and projected goals. 
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Stanton-Salazar ( 1995) outlines two processes that must occur simultaneously 
in order to secure supportive and profitable relationships with school agents. The first 
process involves the willingness of the student to meet and interact with school agents 
and the student's future plans. The Latina student in the example above was willing 
and prepared to help plan out her coursework, but the counselor chose to ignore her 
request. The student's choice of college-prep courses reveals her future plans of 
attending a university, plans that were not respected by the school counselor. How 
does an incident like this affect the student's degree of trust and future expectations? 
How trustful will the student behave towards the counselor in subsequent visits? 
Furthermore, ifthe counselor refuses admittance to a student of such exceptional 
academic standing (straight As and a former valedictorian) how will students without 
an outstanding academic record fair? 
This is an excellent example of the power that lies in the school agent's gate-
keeping capabilities. The incident also exemplifies how the parent supports his 
daughter's educational needs, yet does not understand the system well enough to 
become an advocate for his daughter. Parental support such as this incident is often 
overlooked in low-status groups. 
The second process that determines whether a student is able to establish 
supportive ties are dependent on decisions those institutional agents make about her 
overall standing (Farkas, Grobe, Sheehan, & Shuan, 1990). Attributes such as 
behavior, performance, acculturation style, and status expectations will be used to 
decide whether low-status students are eligible for mentorship and advancement. . 
Again, the institutional agents serve as gatekeepers who have the ability to provide 
moral support, as well as initiate and foster proper dispositions and motivational 
dynamics. Stanton-Salazar (1997) claims that once these elements- willingness to 
seek help, future goals, and recognition of good standing by school agents - are in 
place, individual effort and the ability on the part of the student will determine the 
outcomes. As time passes, the student establishes a social network of individuals, 
both inside and outside the school environment, who act as supportive agents. 
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On the other hand, looking back at the history of American schooling, 
educational research has shown that urban working-class schools have not invested in 
the development of students' social networks (Stanton-Salazar, 1995, 1997; 
Valenzuela, 1999). In fact, Valenzuela locates the problem of underachievement 
squarely in school-based relationships, organizational structures, and policies that 
erase students' culture, resulting in "subtractive schooling." Valenzuela gathers 
evidence of the institution's ability to control the educational process at all levels and 
in the end planning and implementing the academic outcomes for all students. Her 
intention is to reveal how the school diminishes individual resources, leaving the 
Mexican immigrant or student of Mexican origin on the road to failure. The 
mechanisms by which institutions enact such a limiting policy are explained in 
Stanton-Salazar's (1997) ensuing framework, complemented with attitudes and 
practices located in the institutional environment (Valenzuela, 1999). 
Institutions as Gatekeepers 
In his analytical framework involving the interaction between social capital 
and institutional support, Stanton-Salazar (1997) outlines why the accumulation of 
social capital is extremely problematic for low-status children and youth. There are 
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five overlapping problems that are institutionalized in schools and society in general. 
They include: 
1. The differential value accorded children and youth in contemporary 
society, depending upon their social class, ethnicity, and gender; 
2. The barriers and entrapments that make participation in mainstream 
settings a terribly uncomfortable experience for minority children and 
youths; 
3. Evaluation and recruitment processes by which school-based agents 
evaluate and select minority students for sponsorship; such selection 
processes largely entail perceptions of the student's ability and willingness 
to adopt the cultural capital and standards of the dominant group; 
4. The institutionalization of distrust and detachment, or the institutional 
engineering of conditions and prescribed roles that are antithetical to the 
development of social capital; 
5. Ideological mechanisms that hinder help-seeking and help-giving 
behaviors within the school. (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, pp. 7-8) 
Stanton-Salazar (1997) adds that these mechanisms are not chance occurrences in 
mainstream institutions. Instead, they are intrinsic components that serve to 
problematize the social development of working class minority students, which in 
turn ensures their failure in school. 
Differential value. 
Zhou (1997) writes that the socioeconomic conc~.itions of present day non-
European American second generation immigrants vary by race and ethnicity. Even 
though immigrants may come from countries where prejudice and discrimination -in 
regards to skin color or racial type - are not found, they are certain to confront the 
reality in the U.S. (Portes, 1995). Zhou goes on to tell how differences in schooling 
outcomes have been linked to residential segregation on the basis of class and race. 
One study (Davis, 1993) found that poor African-American and Latina-American 
families did better in school and labor markets after leaving the inner-city 
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neighborhoods. The same general pattern was noted when families moved out of poor 
suburban neighborhoods. 
In case studies of adolescents' experiences, Phelan et al. (1998) found that the 
youths faced the following types of borders: sociocultural, socioeconomic, 
psychosocial, linguistic, gender, heterosexist, and structural. These borders, defined 
as "features of cultural difference that are not politically neutral" (p. 12) impeded the 
transition between school and home for the students. Stanton-Salazar (1997) writes 
that "antagonisms rooted in our stratified society can and do manifest themselves in 
subtle ways in the interpersonal relationships between minority children and youth 
and institutional agents" (p. 20). Valenzuela's study (1999) sums up the majority of 
teachers' opinions about students of Mexican origin in these words: "immature, 
unambitious, and defiant of authority" (p. 65). She adds that teachers have no power 
to change the situation, bringing whatever fault to rest exclusively on the student. 
Barriers and entrapments. 
In discussing barriers and entrapments found in mainstream society, Stanton-
Salazar (1997) tells how barriers may cause "anxiety, depression, apprehension, or 
fear" in minority students- feelings that tend to disrupt schoolwork, social 
development, and the ability to establish and maintain supportive relationships with 
institutional agents (Phelan, Davidson, &Yu, 1993). Like Phelan et al. (1998), who 
identified seven "borders," (see previous paragraph) Stanton-Salazar draws attention 
to four similar "barriers." They are: sociocultural, socioeconomic, linguistic, and 
structural. 
Sociocultural barriers arise when the cultural aspects of one world, i.e., the 
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home, the ethnic community, etc. are considered inferior to another world. For 
example, proponents of the "culture of poverty" (Ogbu, 1978, p. 223) see poor 
children as being locked into a cycle of failure and advocate for intervention 
programs that replace deficiencies with traditional mainstream ways of being (Valdes, 
1996). A more blatant form of sociocultural barrier is the labeling of a particular 
cultural group as inferior (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). Anaya (1996) described his 
childhood teacher who constantly called him "lazy" and "ignorant," while reminding 
him that he would struggle in his life. Years later, he reflects on a chance encounter 
with his school teacher: 
It was not until she had grasped hold of my arm that I recognized her as being 
my grade school teacher Mrs. Hillsdale. I immediately stopped and listened to 
her as she proceeded to ask me a series of questions: 'Is it really you? What 
have you been doing? Are you working now?' For a moment I thought about 
telling her that I had graduated from the University of California at Davis and 
that I was continuing graduate studies there, but I didn't. Instead, I bowed my 
head, stared at the floor and I said I had not really accomplished anything and 
that I was unemployed. Upon hearing my response Mrs. Hillsdale let go of my 
arm and said, 'I knew it, I knew that you would never amount to anything.' 
Having said what she had to say she just turned and walked away. 
(Anaya, 1996,pp. 133-134) 
Accounts like these remind us of the wounds that can be inflicted by such attitudes 
and beliefs and the resulting scars that are left as memo!les. The above narrative 
appears in Anaya's doctoral dissertation. He ends it with: "I have not spoken to Mrs. 
Hillsdale since that incident. I wonder what she would think of me if she ever learned 
what I have accomplished?" (Anaya, p. 134). 
Socioeconomic barriers result from economic circumstances that prevent 
students from participating in the social world of the school. This may have to do 
with the need to work outside the home or being treated as an inferior due to visible 
markers that reveal a low socioeconomic status. Valenzuela (1999) notes that it was a 
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necessity for many students to contribute to their families' livelihood with part time 
jobs. 
Linguistic barriers tend to impede the development of "empowering 
bilingualism" (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, p. 24). They arise when institutional settings 
invalidate the primary languages, labeling them as problematic or inferior to English. 
Rosaldo (1989) writes about this phenomenon in Culture and Truth: "Anglo-
Americans who learn a second language in college become 'cultured' and 'broaden 
their horizons,' but Chicanos [people of Mexican descent] who enter elementary 
schools already speaking another language suffer from a 'deficit' and are labeled 'at 
risk"' (p. 149). 
Another example of a linguistic barrier is the proper use of the English 
language as part of a school discourse. Gee (1991) defines discourse as "a socially 
accepted association among ways of using language, of thinking, and of acting that 
can be used to identify oneself as a member of a socially meaningful group or 'social 
network' " (p. 3). Such a discourse is not so readily available for the low-status 
student who comes from a home and community that reflect a different type of 
discourse. Gee states that discourses are ideological and related to the distribution of 
social power and hierarchical structure in society. 
In the case of English Language Learners (ELLs), Valenzuela (1999) notes 
that an additional tracking system further divides ELLs from non-ELLs, resulting in a 
"cultural tracking" (p. 31) based on language. This policy complicates the ELLs' 
learning opportunities further by basing academic achievement on second language 
acquisition, followed by "horizontal mobility" into English-only regular tracks, rather 
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than "upward mobility." 
Structural barriers, as defined by Phelan et al. (1993), are found in school 
settings and tend to impede or prevent both social and academic learning. These 
barriers can be so extensive as to promote cultural and linguistic subtraction in the 
schooling process, labeled as subtractive schooling by Valenzuela (1999). Valenzuela 
has outlined the structural procedures at a high school in Texas that contributed to the 
degradation of Mexican culture and language: 
1. Tendency to label ELLs as "limited English proficient," rather than 
"Spanish dominant" or "potentially bilingual." 
2. Modification of surnames to facilitate pronunciation by the dominant 
group. 
3. Cultural insensitivity, as shown by a staff handbook that does not 
acknowledge the prevalence of Spanish-speaking students. 
4. Student handbooks are not accurate: 
• Printed in English only, making explanation of curriculum 
program available to "regular" or "advanced" students. 
• No reference to English as a second language program. 
• No explanation of how to enter the honor's program 
• Encourages appointments with counselors but in reality counselors 
are unavailable. 
• No specification that state (Texas) mandated exit exam is available 
in English only, placing emphasis on English fluency rather than 
academic achievement. 
5. Curriculum that fails to involve students' knowledge and their histories. 
(Valenzuela, 1999, pp. 172-17 5) 
Evaluation and recruitment in the selection of minority students. 
The third problem to be overcome by a student in the accumulation of social 
capital is "fitting in" and being recognized by institutional agents who will recruit 
them and become their sponsors. This entails adopting the cultural capital and 
standards of the dominant group as shown in the following description of a student by 
a teacher: 
She is very religious about doing her work. She's just a super neat gal. She 
just comes in and 'what's there to do?' and then she comes up with ideas of 
her own and adds to them ... she is very dependable as a student and she has a 
big future ahead of her. She has very supportive parents. (Phelan et al., 1998, 
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p. 123) 
By accepting the school culture, the student establishes herself as a conformist within 
the institutional context and secures supportive ties with school agents. The 
relationship between the student and school agent is reciprocal so long as the student 
practices the culture of the school environment. 
Valenzuela (1999) noted similar relationships in her study. First, immigrants 
in non-college bound tracks showed higher achievement than their second and third 
generation counterparts and therefore, secured a positive school profile that ensured 
recruitment. Second, Mexican immigrants and Mexican-origin students in college 
bound tracks did not show varying degrees of achievement in regards to generational 
status. Is this a sign that college bound students in both groups adopted the cultural 
capital and standards ofthe dominant group and therefore, attained a positive profile? 
Institutionalization of distrust and detachment. 
A fourth problem to achieving social capital is the institutionalization of 
distrust and detachment. It is one problem that appears consistently in recent studies 
(Phelan et al., 1993; Phelan et al., 1998; Valenzuela, 1999), bringing to mind 
Cummins' (1996) claim that "human relationships are at the heart of schooling" (p. 
1). In the case ofthe high school student, establishing positive relationships with 
teachers and other school officials is challenging due to the number of students and 
the lack of time in which to build authentic relationships. 
Based on class compariso~ Stanton-Salazar (1997) expands on the difficulty 
of establishing trust, solidarity, and shared meaning in the context of the school: 
"Compared to middle-class children, working-class children are much more 
dependent on nonfamilial institutional agents and on school-based interventions" 
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(p. 39) to secure the resources necessary for academic development. Second, these 
resources are distributed just as much "on the basis of subjective biases and 
interpersonal histories as on the basis of objective (supposedly fair) criteria and 
rational procedures" (p. 17). These realities make it especially difficult for Mexican 
immigrants and other minorities who are dependent on institutional agents for 
academic and career guidance. A Mexican-origin female expresses her frustration in 
these words: 
Teachers say that they want to talk to you, but I notice that they really don't. I 
used to get mad about it, but now it's like 'What's the use?' Not gonna change 
nuthin' ... Ifl can just make it through the day without no problems ... So 
now if something bad happens, I know that I didn't cause it cuz I'mjust here 
mindin' my business. (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 72) 
Resources in the homes oflow-status students do not normally include an 
understanding of the educational system, thus their dependency on the school is 
greater than students who come from European American homes. Furthermore, 
studies (Mehan et al., 1996; Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995) have shown that 
without solidarity, institutional support rarely occurs. Stanton-Salazar (1997) goes on 
to conclude that the difficulty of maintaining key institutional relations is part of the 
reason why low-status students meet with negative experiences and subsequently 
leave school. 
Ideological mechanisms that hinder help-seeking and help-giving behaviors. 
The fifth and final problem making the accumulation of social capital difficult 
for low-status students is ideological mechanisms that impede "help-seeking" and 
"help-giving" behaviors within the setting of the school. Help-seeking occurs when a 
student makes an effort to interact with institutional agents in ways that foster 
instrumental relations within the school setting (Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995). 
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In the case of a bicultural student, help-seeking successes are dependent on the 
individual's bicultural network orientation. The network is defined as "a 
consciousness that facilitates the crossing of cultural borders and the overcoming of 
institutional barriers" (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, p. 25). 
Besides establishing institutional relations, Stanton-Salazar (1997) adds that 
low-status students must learn to "decode the system" (p. 13) and to participate in the 
"culture of power" (Delpit, 1988, p. 24). In addition, students must "learn to engage 
in the academic process communally, rather than individualistically, [and] they must 
also learn that to attain the highest levels of human functioning, they must remain 
embedded in familial and communal support systems while they participate in other 
worlds" (Stanton-Salazar, 1997, p. 33). 
In spite of the phenomenal barriers embedded in the school environment, there 
are students of Mexican-origin who manage to accumulate social capital and 
overcome these challenges. Some of these students are English-proficient immigrants 
who are thought to benefit from their bicultural networks (Stanton-Salazar & 
Dornbusch, 1995) or bicultural status (Valenzuela, 1999). Perhaps the ability to 
overcome institutional barriers can be attributed to an experiential action-response 
mechanism, demonstrated by a series of achievements and payoffs. Through lived 
experiences the student comes to understand that by shifting between multiple ways 
of being, he or she is able to meet with success. The myriad of rewards keeps the 
student focused and continually setting new goals; over time, self-confidence and the 
reputation of the student are heightened among school officials until student ability is 
no longer questioned. The bilingual/bicultural student might be naturally adapted to 
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such a phenomenon due to a more expansive resource pool, i.e., two languages, two 
cultures, two ways of being in the world. 
Resiliency in Successful Students 
The state of public education in the United States will eventually reach a point 
where the dominant society will be forced to view the country's population and the 
world in general through a lens other than an American one. The immigrants of 1890 
to 1920 were "uniformly white," meaning that skin color was not a major barrier to 
participating in the American mainstream, including the nation's schools (Portes & 
Zhou, 1991). Ware (1935), however, described a different situation for the Italians of 
Greenwich Village in the 1920s and 1930s: the schools had little in common with 
children's life worlds and the cultural and behavioral norms of the home were 
disregarded, setting the children "vigorously against the school." Accounts such as 
this question whether assimilation was easily attained with the first wave of 
immigration. It also tells how strongly people are tied to their cultural and behavioral 
norms. 
Although educational practices in the U.S. (1856 to the present) have 
undergone little change in regards to the goal of "Americanizing" the student, this 
"human production line" is bound for self-destruction. Unlike the assimilation of 
people in the past, we are living in an age where the process of adapting to American 
schooling is described by various hypotheses such as straight-line assimilation, 
accommodation without assimilation, and immigrant optimism (Kao & Tienda, 
1995). Using Gordon's (1964) categories, Gans (1992) states, "While dark-skinned 
immigrants from overseas cultures will also acculturate, racial discrimination will not 
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encourage their assimilation, at least not into white society" (p. 177). 
The reality of today is that the system of integrating some immigrants and 
minority groups is no longer working with the efficiency of the past. Another 
significant reality, as we move further into the technological era, is that the dominant 
elite can no longer assume that low-skilled jobs are sufficient to sustain those who 
have not acquired some level of formal education. This notion has particular 
implications for generations to come, especially the Latino population with its high 
poverty rate and low educational attainment. As Trueba's (1987) words explain: "Not 
only does this nation's future economic and scientific superiority depend on the 
success of minority education, but so does its survival as a democratic nation" (p. vi). 
School systems that continue to design curriculum that fails to engage 
students, thereby ignoring a significant portion of the school-age population, will not 
contribute to the survival of our democratic nation. Furthermore, those students who 
continue to experience failure might possibly impact newly arrived immigrants, 
known as "adversarial" patterns of "marginalized youth" (Waldinger, 1997). This 
contact causes newcomers to undergo a "socialization" process that "can effectively 
block parental plans for intergenerational mobility" (Portes & Zhou, 1993, p. 83) and 
detours youth from a prosperous future. 
By creating a system that discredits the very humanness of individuals, 
American society has created an "oppositional culture" (Ogbu, 1991, p. 15) that will 
claim a right to their own historicities and destinies, rather than allow the oppressor to 
distort, disfigure, and destroy the past of oppressed people (Fanon, 1968). 
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Resiliency in Educators 
Our responsibility as educators is to remain optimistic about the educational 
agenda for all marginalized children. We must remember that despite the complexity 
of educational barriers, some students are able to advance via existing educational 
programs. Other students require supportive measures that can only be delivered by 
dedicated adults who are driven by the reality that all students are capable of 
achieving their goals. Immigrants and historically oppressed groups have not been 
properly served by formal education. In addressing aspects of underachievement in 
ethnic minority populations, Ogbu (1987) cautions against initiating educational 
change without a firm understanding at the 'micro' and 'macro' levels, that is, at the 
individual and societal levels. 
This section of the literature review will explore ways of ameliorating the 
situation at the micro-level by examining ways in which individuals have achieved 
success. "Resiliency theory" (Chavkin & Gonzalez, 2000, p. 1) has existed in the 
literature for some time and more recently in regards to immigrants. Although some 
of the research applies to the Latino population as a whole, emphasis will be placed 
on the Mexican immigrant and the people of Mexican-origin. I will begin with 
definitions of resiliency followed by individual attributes of resiliency and studies of 
resiliency or studies that allude to resiliency. 
Resiliency in Education: What is it? 
My first encounter with the term resiliency in educational achievement was in 
Chavkin and Gonzalez' (2000) "Mexican Immigrant Youth and Resiliency: Research 
and Promising Programs," an article which provides a brief description of resiliency 
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theory and an overview of existing studies. At first, it seemed as though research on 
resiliency concerning Latinos might be somewhat limited. However, on taking a 
closer look, it appears that studies have been discussing resiliency without necessarily 
using the label resilient. For example, in G6mez' (1999) "A Space for 
Remembering," the refugee women practice resiliency by using "home-pedagogy" 
and acting "as voices of dissent against the school curriculum's geopolitical and 
historical amnesia" (p. 216). By passing on their historicities, these women transmit 
important information that is non-existent in the school curriculum, attempting to give 
purpose and meaning to their children who are invisible in the realm of public 
schooling. I would advocate that these women are fostering resiliency in their 
children. 
Now then, what is resiliency? According to Benard (1993), resiliency is "the 
ability to bounce back successfully despite exposure to severe risks" (p. 44). Chavkin 
and Gonzalez (2000) write that it is "the ability to cope with adversity." Werner and 
Smith (1992) state that resiliency and protective factors are "counterparts to both 
vulnerability, which denotes an individual's susceptibility to a disorder, and risk 
factors, which are biological or psychosocial hazards that increase the likelihood of a 
negative developmental outcome in a group of people" (p. 3). 
Rutter (1985) noted how an individual's resistance to stress is relative, not 
absolute and that its occurrence can be affected by a lifetime of events. This 
understanding makes it evident that resiliency is in constant flux, especially in the 
case of immigrant families where the movement between the home country and the 
host society can encompass constant change (Alva & Padilla, 1995; Gordon, 1996). 
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In a written narrative, an adolescent expresses the dilemma concerning her emigration 
from Mexico to Chicago: 
When we started to make preparations to come to the United States, 
everything seemed like a fantasy to me. I never thought that it could become a 
reality. We were starting to arrange papers ... but from then on I begin to feel a 
great sadness ... And when finally the long-awaited and not wished-for day 
arrived, when I began to feel that in less than 24 hours I would be far from my 
rancho, the place where I was born and raised, where all my best memories 
are .. .I knew that now nothing would ever be the same again. (Guerra, 1998, p. 
137) 
The account relates the anxiety that can occur before the immigrant comes into 
contact with the host society. Even though the outcome of the young woman's 
immigration experience is not revealed in this reflection, she engages in problem-
solving behavior and attempts to make sense of the reality that has gripped her. 
In "Making Sense of Settlement," Rouse (1992) accentuates the immigrants' 
"images of an alternative way of life" (p. 47) and the way this affects the past, present 
and future possibilities. Thus, Werner and Smith (1992) note that resilience and 
stress-resistance rather than invulnerability are the preferred concepts, although 
invulnerability is still found in the literature (Alva & Padilla, 1995). 
Protective factors, the counterparts to risk factors, can be more definite and 
less volatile than an individual's resiliency. They are found in families, schools, and 
communities, but often absent in the lives of distraught youth (Krovetz, 1999). While 
the notion of transforming the entire educational system with a "quick fix" is 
overwhelming and virtually impossible, family members, educators, and community 
leaders can provide experiences that contribute to the resiliency of children. Before 
examining studies of resiliency or protective factors in educational settings, we must 
first look at what constitutes a resilient person. 
Attributes of Resiliency 
Benard (1991, 1997) lists four common attributes of resilient children: (a) 
social competence- empathy, flexibility, communication skills, sense of humor, (b) 
problem-solving skills - planning, critical consciousness, resourcefulness, 
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(c) autonomy- sense of identity, self-agency, accomplishment, self-awareness, 
detachment, and (d) a sense of purpose and future - goal directedness, achievement 
motivation, persistence, optimism, spiritual connectedness, and meaning. People use 
these naturally occurring attributes automatically or as Benard (1997) explains, 
human beings are "genetically wired" to produce and use them. 
The ability of individuals to withstand various forms of adversity depends on 
the presence or absence of protective factors stemming from childhood (Chavkin & 
Gonzalez, 2000). Past studies (Rutter, 1985, 1987) as well as present studies (Alva & 
Padilla, 1995) describe how protective factors are made up of personal and 
environmental resources, implying that the state of resiliency can change over time as 
the individual is confronted with more complex situations. Similar to Benard's 
resiliency attributes, personal resources are "personality characteristics and attitudes 
that children possess that serve to mediate the effects of detrimental environmental 
circumstances," whereas, environmental resources are "external sources of 
information, support, and affective feedback, which, when available, can affect how 
well children adapt to their environment" (Alva & Padilla, p. 2). 
In a study (Achor & Morales, 1990) of Mexican American women holding 
doctoral degrees, a participant describes the experience of being a "marginalized 
member" of American society and her determination to succeed: 
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I would have to say that all the hard work one has to endure to attain a 
doctoral degree is worth it. The personal sense of attainment is something that 
one has forever. The pride that one's family feels is unduplicated. To the 
Mexican-American woman, it means much more. It means one is a survivor. 
Why? One is a survivor because one has overcome barriers of blatant 
discrimination and barriers of a traditional culture that discourages its women 
from pursuing high educational levels and status ... My mother broke tradition 
by encouraging both my brother and me to pursue high educational goals. She 
herself always aspired for higher education, but because of socioeconomic 
reasons was denied the opportunity. She vowed that her children would not be 
denied this opportunity. (p. 12) 
In the aforementioned citation, the woman makes reference to all four resilient 
attributes. In addition to her own inner strength (autonomy, persistence, and 
motivation), she mentions the support of family members and the need to negotiate 
(problem-solve) between traditional culture and the challenges of dealing with the 
dominant culture in higher education. 
In reviewing the literature for examples of resiliency, I was struck by M. 
Suarez-Orozco's (1998) question, "Why is it that some immigrant children thrive in 
schools while others give up on schools as the route to a better tomorrow (p. 21)?" 
For those who do succeed academically, we know little about them and what 
"distinguishes them from their classmates who experience academic 
underachievement and failure" (Alva & Padilla, 1995, p. 1). Achor and Morales 
(1990) echo the same idea: "Our long preoccupation with seeking explanations for 
minority failure may have diverted our attention from an equally significant: how and 
why they sometimes succeed" (pp. 271-272). With this notion in mind, we tum to 
recent studies of resiliency in the educational achievement of Mexican immigrants 
and Latinos in general. 
Studies of Resiliency: Succeeding Against the Odds 
Although an effort has been made to identify studies that focus primarily on 
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the Mexican immigrant, the available studies are limited, with most encompassing the 
Latino population as a whole. This discussion focuses on personal and environmental 
factors that support resiliency. 
Personal factors. 
Personal factors show that resilient youths believe in their cognitive abilities 
more than non-resilient youths. In a study (Gordon, 1996) of 1Oth grade Latinos 
youths, resilient students were compared to non-resilient students. All students in the 
study came from "impoverished, stressful backgrounds." Resilient youths were 
described as those holding grade point averages (GPAs) of2.75 and above, while 
non-resilient students held GPAs below 2.75. In Baca and Bryan's (1993) study, a 
high school counselor tells how a determined Mexican immigrant "pulled himself up 
in the tenth grade," despite being held in the general education track for an unjustified 
length of time. Other immigrant students described graduates in the same study as 
'being into school,' which involved not participating in "serious dating" and sports. 
Gordon's study also showed how resilient students placed less importance on 
"belongingness," which may have helped them avoid certain group-oriented 
activities, including negative peer pressure. 
In studies (Achor & Morales, 1990; Gandara, 1982) ofMexican descent 
students acquiring degrees in higher education, persistence, motivation, and a strong 
will to succeed were common personal characteristics. Social problem-solving skills 
in academic achievement have been noted to play a significant role with Mexican 
American students (Alva & Padilla, 1995). The participants in Achor and Morales' 
study emphasized their repeated resistance to institutional barriers. 
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The previously mentioned studies imply that students had strong beliefs in 
their own academic abilities. These findings are consistent with other studies. Suarez-
Orozco and Suarez-Orozco (1995a) found self-initiative to be the most common 
achievement mode for Mexican-born students. Alva and Padilla (1995) tell of 
"master-oriented children" who ascribed their positive outcomes to personal 
characteristics and their negative outcomes to a lack of effort. On the other hand, 
"helpless" children ascribed failure to a lack of ability (Alva & Padilla) and an 
absence of personal traits such as goal setting, emotions, and self-concept (Gordon, 
1996). As early as 1966, Coleman et al. claimed that attitude toward the self and the 
environment was the most significant factor in a student's achievement. 
Although Gordon's (1996) study may have identified two possible 
characteristics of resiliency, a strong belief in cognitive abilities and less emphasis on 
belongingness, she notes that these results may be reactions to the acculturation 
process. Rueschenberg and Buriel (1989) found that as Mexican immigrants 
acculturate, they become more involved with social systems outside the home, while 
maintaining their family systems. This phenomenon could account for the reduced 
desire for belongingness found in Gordon's study. 
The fact that Gordon (1996) purposefully excluded social competence in order 
to focus on academic competence disregards significant social pressures, which factor 
into the academic achievement equation for many Mexican immigrants. For example, 
it may be argued that a student who maintains a 2.0 GPA, despite an adverse home 
situation, is far more resilient than another student with a 2.75 GPA and a supportive 
home life. In a study (Alva, 1991) that incorporated sociocultural factors, a negative 
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relationship between psychosocial stress and high school grades was discovered. Low 
achieving students experienced more family conflicts and intergroup relations than 
successful students. 
The notion of excluding sociocultural factors in the academic achievement 
equation (Gordon, 1996) seems unsound when a caring environment, positive 
expectations, and participation have been found to be "key protective factors" in 
fostering resiliency (Krovetz, 1999). Perhaps what is significant, in terms of 
"belongingness," is a student's ability to differentiate and select group situations that 
promote self-defined goals. 
Although I have focused on personal factors of resiliency in the preceding 
paragraphs, these factors are directly connected to environmental factors. As human 
beings we do not live in a vacuum; the people who surround us are involved in the 
formation of our personal attributes. For the immigrant student who steps into a 
cultural milieu different from her own, there will most likely be definite 
consequences. "Without understanding U.S. culture, it is difficult for recent 
immigrant students and their parents to participate in the school culture in a 
meaningful way" (Romo, 1999, p. 171). 
Furthermore, DeVos (1983) writes that differences found in ethnic groups 
such as Mexican Americans cannot simply be due to cultural considerations; this 
reasoning ignores "the fact that these ethnic minorities are in some instances living in 
a situation of derogated status within a larger society that influences their social 
identity in negative ways" (p. 153). At the same time it is important to compare 
immigrants and non-immigrants as a way of determining which characteristics might 
be related to immigration and which might be related to culture or other factors 
(Smirez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 1995b). 
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Even though Gordon (1996) found a reduced desire for "belongingness" in 
Latino resilient youths, searching for help from others is a repeated theme in the 
stories ofMexican immigrant adolescents (Delgado-Gaitan, 1988; Matute-Bianchi, 
1991; Suarez-Orozco & Smirez-Orozco, 1995a; Valenzuela, 1999). Here the research 
presents a dilemma in that the generational status of"Hispanics" in Gordon's study is 
not identified. 
Environmental factors. 
Benard (1997) writes that three characteristics supporting growth and 
development are consistently found in environmental systems: caring relationships, 
high expectations, and participation. As noted by Smirez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco 
(1995a), several studies have shown that ''familism" is a dominant characteristic of 
Latino families and perhaps responsible for their enduring strength with difficult 
sociocultural circumstances (Romo, 1999). Familism may be beneficial to Mexican 
adolescents because of its association with dense social networks and hence, 
opportunities that support academic achievement (Valenzuela & Dornbusch, 1994). 
In her discussion of social capital, Valenzuela (1999) tells how a group of students 
were encouraged to think about college by family members; this caused the group to 
envision the possibility of a prosperous future. Low-status groups immersed in these 
networks can develop effective socialization and coping behaviors that enable them to 
cross-institutional barriers, exercising their bicultural network orientation (Stanton-
Salazar, 1997). 
In Delgado-Gaitan's (1988) study, the Mexican American high school 
students who did not drop out were those who received consistent and systematic 
support from their families. Family support was demonstrated by "verbal 
encouragement, attendance at school activities, regular meetings with the school 
personnel, and every other measure to keep the students in school" (p. 371). The 
study underscores the fact that support is multidimensional, taking place in the 
school, the home, and between the two domains. 
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Contrary to the significance of the aforementioned environmental factors, 
Mexican immigrant eighth graders who were followed up to high school graduation 
did not attribute their success to familism or human relationships outside the family 
(Baca & Bryan, 1993). The study focused on length of time in U.S. schools, English 
proficiency, and high school persistence. Both late entrants (entering after third 
grade) and charter entrants (entering between K and third grade) performed at the 
same academic levels. After accounting for all other supportive factors, the 
researchers determined that late entrants did well due to their dual frame of reference, 
allowing them to compare present circumstances to conditions in their country of 
origin. 
Unlike the previously mentioned studies, which included the voices of 
students and parents centering on familism, Baca and Bryan (1993) gave no 
indication of having spoken with parents or other family members. Opposing the 
findings on charter entrants in Baca and Bryan's study, Valenzuela (1999) determined 
that the most vulnerable immigrant high school students were those who were born in 
Mexico or Latin America but who had lived most of their lives in the U.S. 
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In Kao and Tienda's (1995) study, involving the influence of Mexican 
immigrant parents and native-born parents on academic achievement, native-born 
children (second generation) of immigrant parents were at an academic advantage due 
to the mothers' high aspirations and the children's English skills. In Valenzuela's 
(1999) study, first generation immigrant youth showed higher achievement than their 
second and third generation U.S.-born counterparts. Valenzuela (1999) added that her 
finding is consistent with other studies (Matute-Bianchi, 1991; Smirez-Orozco & 
Suarez-Orozco, 1995a) elsewhere but that it only holds true in the non-college bound 
tracks. Differences in academic achievement were not found in the college bound 
tracks. Hao and Bonstead-Burns (1998) determined that immigrant status increases 
expectations much more for Chinese and Korean families than for Mexican families. 
They concluded that the Mexican background was "harmful" to children's 
achievement due to "dissonant acculturation," a phenomenon in which the parent 
does not "actively learn English and U.S. norms while the children learn from their 
native-born peers 'not to learn"' (Hao and Bonstead-Burns, 1998, p. 178). 
On the other hand, Hao and Bonstead-Burns (1998) found that the retention of 
the primary language (Spanish)- a characteristic not shared with Asian youths- was 
responsible for higher math scores in Mexican youth. Other studies (Stanton-Salazar, 
1997; Valenzuela, 1999) have also reported an advantage stemming from 
bilingualism; bilinguals from low-income minority homes were more successful at 
interacting with institutional agents than their English and Spanish monolingual 
counterparts. 
Although research presents opposing sides as to the effect of parental support 
(environmental factors) on resiliency, a study (Gandara, Larson, Rumberger, & 
Mehan, 1998) that reviewed three programs dealing with high-risk students showed 
that the family can play a significant role in improving educational attainment. 
Family support depends on the family's ability to adopt an active, consistent role. 
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In addition to parental support, these programs include the opportunity for 
students to establish close relationships with mentors. Delgado-Gaitan's study (1988) 
revealed the important role of a counselor and teacher who showed they genuinely 
cared about their students. In a study (Werner & Smith, 1992) of psychological 
resilience, 700 poverty stricken children in Hawaii were observed over a 40-year 
period. The children were the offspring of European and Asian immigrants. Werner 
and Smith found that only 30 of the 700 did not "bounce back" to a healthy lifestyle. 
After accounting for socioeconomic status and ethnic background factors, all resilient 
children shared the long-term relationship of a caring, responsible parent or adult. 
Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch (1995) emphasize that the critical role of 
significant others in status attainment continues to be interpreted mainly in 
"functionalist terms" (p. 116). This interpretation implies that these individuals may 
not have an understanding of the educational system and therefore, not be of 
assistance to a student. Instead, influential adults who are able to transmit or facilitate 
the transmission of institutional resources and opportunities to students are key to 
social support (Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995; Stanton-Salazar, Vasquez, & 
Mehan, 2000). Even so, students in other studies (Achor & Morales, 1990; Delagado-
Gaitan, 1988; Valenzuela & Dornbusch, 1994) repeatedly credit functional family 
members as reasons for their success. 
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Benard (1991) noted that successful development in any human system, 
including effective schools and competent communities, relates directly to the quality 
of relationships and opportunities for participation in those relationships. Werner and 
Smith (1992) claim that the most important protective factor is the caring 
relationship. Protective factors of productive development include caring 
relationships, opportunities for participation, and communication of high expectations 
and positive beliefs (Chavkin & Gonzalez, 2000). An extremely important finding in 
Gordon's (1996) study is that the school, an environmental factor, was described as 
neutral or providing no support for both resilient and non-resilient students. Gordon's 
data and the string of research showing how schools have been "arenas of injustice" 
(Keniston & Carnegie Council on Children, 1977, p. 41) emphasize again, the 
amazing accomplishments of some students. 
When Parent Involvement Means Educating the Schools 
As early as 1930, Manuel reported that there existed a "misunderstanding 
between the [Mexican immigrant] home and school," a phenomenon that is still being 
researched today, and one which places blame on the households of immigrants and 
other low-status groups. Vasquez, Pease-Alvarez, and Shannon (1994) noted that the 
mere positioning of low-status group home environments in direct opposition to those 
of the middle-class home and school is not good practice since this may eliminate the 
possibilities of discovering similarities between the two domains. Valenzuela (1999) 
on the other hand, writes that a thorough analysis of the institution of schooling in 
regards to low-status group achievement intensifies "the concept of oppositionality -
as originating in, and nurtured by, schools themselves- ... [and] clarifies the diverse 
responses to schooling" (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 17). 
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Acknowledging Differences 
Instead of viewing the immigrant home and community as "funds of 
knowledge" (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992, p. 132), containing authentic 
resources for the classroom curriculum, the homes of immigrant children are usually 
labeled "deficient" by the American system of schooling. A more reasonable view of 
this dichotomy would be to replace deficient with different from, where different from 
is lacking resources (Cummins, 1986). Moreover, if immigrant homes are deficient, 
how have they managed to survive the extreme poverty and social pressures of daily 
life? Indeed, all we can say with certainty is that the home and school environments 
are different from each other in some ways. 
Unfortunately, differences in an American classroom are not viewed 
positively and therefore, the opportunity of using them as a learning resource is 
ignored or never realized. "Differences between worlds [domains] do not always 
create problems; rather, differences are often made into problems by virtue of the 
meanings assigned to those differences" (Phelan et al., 1998, p. viii). This practice of 
assigning meanings has become a rule of thumb in the integration of immigrants and 
other ethnic groups into the educational process. In the case of Mexican immigrants, 
they are constantly being situated as burdens to American society, most notably in the 
areas of education, labor, housing, and more recently, medical services. 
The expression, "A parent is a child's first teacher," has been passed down 
through the years, implying that parents are to be recognized as contributors to their 
child's intellectual and social growth. However, what meaning do we delegate to the 
expression today? Would every family in American society be recognized for their 
70 
arduous work at raising their children? Does the "first teacher" principle apply to all 
parents, regardless of their language, culture or socioeconomic background? Or is the 
expression restricted to middle-class homes where families are able to mirror 
American schooling? 
If we truly believe that a parent is a child's first teacher then we would be 
wise to know the families whose children sit in our nation's classrooms today. As 
Delpit (1995) so eloquently stated, "In order to teach you, I must know you" (p. 183). 
Yet many educators remain ignorant about students' lives, never stopping to pose 
questions that could impact learning outcomes. Questions such as: Who are our 
parents? Where are they from? What languages do they speak? What cultures do they 
represent? What are their lifetime experiences? What is the present situation for those 
who are grappling with numerous transitions as they leave known worlds for 
unknown worlds? In the case of public schooling, are parents visible? If not, why are 
they not visible? If so, who defines their role? Are they involved in the school's 
decision-making process or does their presence consist of attending back-to-school 
nights and holiday events? 
Many school programs use the phrase "parent involvement," meaning that 
parents are "drawn in as participants." In looking closely at this supposed 
"participation," do these participants have a voice? Are their opinions heard, 
respected, and included in the overall planning of school goals? 
Knowing that human beings are not born in a vacuum and that every child is 
socialized within his or her home, it is certainly understandable that parents and other 
family members serve as teachers in the process of socialization. The numerous 
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human interactions that have occurred before entering formal schooling have 
prepared the child to deal competently with others. In the home, the child is an expert 
at human relations; at school, the case may be otherwise due to differences between 
the home and school environments. For example, it has been noted that the school and 
the Mexican immigrant may have differing views about what it means to be 
"educated" (Valenzuela, 1999). For Mexican immigrant families the term educaci6n 
[education] has a broader understanding than its English cognate; it includes the 
family's influence on moral, social, and personal ways of being, and serves as a base 
for all learning. 
Thus, from the very beginning educators and parents on either side of the table 
may have differing interpretations of what it means to be bien educado [well 
educated]. The parental perspective is often times expressed in the question directed 
at the classroom teacher, - i Se porta bien?- [Is she behaving?]. The parent inquires 
about her child's show of respect, translated as social competence. In the Mexican 
immigrant family a well-educated person can achieve academically but an 
academically educated person is not necessarily a well-educated person. 
These differing views of education are especially important in relationships 
between adolescents and school officials where the level of distrust runs high 
(Stanton-Salazar, 1997). As Rosado (1994) espouses, "Genuine partnerships between 
the school and community will not be possible unless schools make a conscious effort 
to understand and to modify the human dimension of school culture" (p. 1). 
Fundamental to this recommendation will be the school's need to know parents and 
their families as they confront daily life, knowledge that can hardly be gained through 
chance-encounters in the course of the school year. We also might consider what 
Snow et al. (1991) found in their study: "Excellent classrooms can compensate for 
less than ideal home conditions, but. . .ideal home conditions cannot always 
compensate for very poor classrooms" (p. 161). 
The Past Becomes the Present 
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If we look at the years from 1880 to 1920, immigrant families were not 
considered a part of public schooling (Berrol, 1992). In fact, the schools were 
agencies of change, attempting to alter the lives of immigrant families by the 
transmission of American values and norms via children. Families not living up to the 
expectations of the status quo became targets. In the case of the Mexican immigrant, 
the initial practice was one of exclusion, causing substandard "Mexican schools" to 
sprout wherever numbers warranted the need. This dimension of history is noted 
because again, just as Mexican children were not welcomed in public schools, so 
were their parents and entire communities not welcomed; Mexican schools were 
constructed where Mexican neighborhoods had already been established. At times, 
Mexican schools were also used to lure and establish a dependable work force 
(Menchaca, 1995). 
Thus, from a historical standpoint parent involvement has only recently taken 
center stage in the evolution of public schooling. At its onset, parents were "agents of 
service" for schools, rather than partners in educational planning and implementation 
(Bermudez, 1994). Coleman (1991) wrote that the schools were "designed to 
complement the family in child-rearing" (p. 6) as a response to the changing 
employment status of household members. 
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Present day programs use titles such as "parents as partners" or "promoting 
parent partnerships," implying that the status of parents is equivalent to that of school 
officials. Is this notion of partnership authentic or is it just small talk, merely 
implying that parents are authentically contributing to school life? 
Knowing that there are many forms of parent involvement such as advocacy 
roles (Ascher, 1987), volunteer positions, and "teachers" of school curriculum (Sosa, 
1997) warrants a closer look at what these roles encompass. Parent participation per 
se does not necessarily mean having a voice in the life of the school and playing an 
active role in a child's academic growth. In a study of 32 California schools, parents 
were expected to be volunteers and advocates for the school but not actively involved 
in restructuring efforts (Olsen et al., 1994). Teachers expressed negative views about 
parents and regarded them as "uneducated, poor, and dysfunctional," contrasting 
sharply with Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) who argue that, "you have to be bright 
to be poor- and survive" (p. 199). In addition, Valdes (1996) underscores the fact 
that bringing parents to schools does not necessarily address the racist or classist 
attitudes emulating from school officials towards Mexican immigrants, conditions 
that may impact learning. 
Family as Educator 
An overview of the literature reveals that parental involvement has shown a 
positive effect on the academic achievement of Mexican-origin students (Delgado-
Gaitan, 1988, 1990, 1991, 1992; Delgado-Gaitan & Ruiz, 1992; Keith & Lichtman, 
1994; Mehan et al., 1996; Sosa, 1997; Zuniga & .Avila, 1996). Although Valenzuela 
and Dornbusch (1994) found that familism affects academic achievement positively, 
they also noted that the prevailing assumption is that students must be willing to 
distance themselves from the family to procure occupational and educational 
opportunities in other geographic areas. 
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However, in studies (Delgado-Gaitan, 1988; Valenzuela & Dornbusch, 1994) 
of Mexican origin adolescents, students showed a positive relation between familism 
and achievement. Valenzuela and Dornbusch found that grades improved, providing 
that parents had attained at least 12 years of formal education. The fact that the 
finding is associated with a certain level of parental education may allude to Stanton-
Salazar's (1997) claim that the accumulation of human capital (in this case, level of 
parental education) can potentially assist students with institutional knowledge via 
familism or social capital. In a cohort of potential dropouts, Delgado-Gaitan found 
that adolescents who received consistent and systematic support from their families 
tended not to drop out. 
Contrary to the aforementioned findings, Baca and Bryan (1993) noted that 
family, peers, and institutional agents were not major factors in the completion of 
high school graduation for 150 Mexican immigrants. Instead, success was attributed 
to the students' identification with the hardships experienced in their homeland, even 
though some had entered American schools as kindergartners. In another study (Hao 
& Bonstead-Bruns, 1998) that focused on social capital, both inside and outside the 
family, Mexican immigrants were found to display low levels of parent-child 
interactions (familism), which led to lower expectations when compared to Chinese 
immigrants. Hao and Bonstead-Bruns (1998) claim that, in comparison to Chinese 
immigrants, social capital outside the Mexican family was low due to a lower value 
placed on education, a weaker ethnic economy and ethnic solidarity, and a more 
restrictive position in the local economy. Again, the assertion that Mexican-origin 
families do not value education is repeated in this recent study. 
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Despite the incongruities in the preceding studies concerning the value of 
familism, the significance of parent involvement on a child's academic development 
is highlighted in the literature. However, the question becomes one of whether 
educators at all levels can successfully engage parents in their children's education. 
On the topic of parent involvement, Lareau (1996) notes that "researchers have at 
times lost sight of the broader social context, the constant shifts in the advice of 
professionals, and the fact that some parents comply with this advice more than 
others" (p. 58). In her assessment of the approaches to parent involvement, Lareau 
claims that proponents fail to consider the following realities: the "systematic 
variations in families' approaches to school, the number of serious conflicts in 
childrearing strategies, the perceived power and threat of teachers in their [parents'] 
lives, and the social networks connecting parents to one another" (p. 62). 
Lareau's argument points to the notion that both school officials and 
researchers are not always cognizant of the complexities in the lives of some families. 
Just as Lareau supports her stance by direct observation of families' daily activities, 
other researchers (Delgado-Gaitan, 1988, 1990, 1991, 1992; Mehan et al., 1996; 
Suarez-Orozco & Suarez- Orozco 1995a, 1995b; Valenzuela, 1999; Valdes, 1996) 
have spent time with Mexican immigrants and families of Mexican-origin to learn 
about their lived experiences. Their results have repeatedly shown that these families 
remain isolated from the school world due to their limited knowledge of what 
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constitutes an "American education." 
More often than not, the power to affect the educational system is held by 
school officials. While parents might be included on a superficial level, such as 
attending school wide events and contributing items (food, cultural artifacts, etc.) to 
classroom festivities, they are excluded from dialogues that concern their children's 
academic development. Bronfenbrenner (1978) described how the situation might be 
rectified: 
The development potential of a setting [classroom/school] is enhanced to the 
extent that there exist direct and indirect links to power settings through which 
participants [parents] in the original setting can influence allocation of 
resources and the making of decisions that are responsive to the needs of the 
developing person [student] and the efforts of those [educators and family 
members] who act in his [or her] behalf. (p. 780) 
Central to Bronfenbrenners' hypothesis is the issue of power; where the power 
is located and how the power is utilized determines whether participants (parents) will 
be actively involved in the decision making process. Thus, the challenge becomes one 
of counteracting the trend of superficial parent involvement programs by allowing 
parents "to deal with substantive educational issues through a dialogic process" 
(Reichmuth, 1988, p. 166). "Humans find themselves marked by the results of their 
own actions in their reflections with the world, and through their action on it. By 
acting they transform; by transforming they create a reality, which conditions their 
manner of acting" (Freire, 1973, p. 102). This process demands that the schools 
relinquish the power over education, moving from "a deficit posture to one of 
empowerment collaboration" with parents and other family members (Sosa, 1997, p. 
110). 
In order to begin this journey, school officials must learn about the needs and 
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wants of parents (Zuniga & Avila, 1996). As Mehan et al. (1996) note, the proposals 
handed down by the Department of Education do not begin with the parents' interests 
and concerns, nor do they utilize parental knowledge or resources in their planning. 
Mehan et al. call for a different approach to parent involvement, one that is dialogical, 
where the broader social context is taken into consideration in the planning of home-
school relations. In addition to these recommendations, Snow et al. (1991) point out 
that it may be in the best interest of the schools to inform parents about their rights of 
protest. Evidence shows that parent involvement can be significant in producing 
good schools. Delgado Gaitan's (1991) four-year study of parent involvement 
activities showed how "parent participation affected institutional arrangements and 
enhanced personal feelings of competence, which in tum encouraged institutions and 
developed an awareness that resulted in increased participation" (p. 43). This "win-
win" situation benefited the parents, school officials, and the community. 
Summary 
The review of the literature associated with the educational experiences of 
Mexican-origin students reveals a pattern of historical underachievement, as well as 
the prevalence of high dropout rates today. Paralleling this pattern of 
underachievement are consistent school practices that have denied and continue to 
deny programs that address this population's academic development. Denial at the 
onset of public schooling translates into deliberate segregation, inferior programs and 
substandard structural conditions. Present day practices have reverted to covert forms 
of segregation such as organizational schemes that prevent students from acquiring 
the social capital necessary for upward mobility. Rather than increasing a student's 
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human capital through social capital, these practices serve to decrease a student's 
potential by ignoring vital aspects of the Mexican heritage, culture and the Spanish 
language. The result of this schooling process is subtractive (Valenzuela, 1999) rather 
than additive. 
Efforts to ameliorate the educational experiences of this population begin with 
acknowledging and working with the differences between the home and school. 
Rather than demanding that the home adjust to the school's agenda, educational 
programs must be designed so as to integrate the students' lived experiences. This 
process calls for educating the schools via programs that adopt dialogic relationships 
with parents and other key family members. Such an agenda works to increase 
resiliency and social capital, both of which have been associated with successful 
students. By replacing the American-middle class assimilationist approach to 
education with transformative programs that celebrate diversity, American society 
stands to increase its social capital as a nation. As Putnam (1995) notes, "life is easier 





Methods and methodology are not simply techniques and rationales for the 
conduct of research. Rather, they must be understood in relation to specific 
historical, cultural, ideological, and other contexts. Our models of inquiry are 
also models of reality, and this reality must be conceptualized without 
distortions and exclusions. (Gomez, 1993, p. 47) 
Choosing a methodology that provided an opportunity for first and second-
generation immigrant female students and their parents' to share their experiences 
concerning formal education was of vital concern to this study. Participatory research 
is a design that uses the popular knowledge of the people in a process of 
empowerment whereby the people take actions toward ameliorating their life 
situations (Park, 1989). This knowledge is normally dismissed by the dominant 
society (Ada & Beutel, 1993). Ada and Beutel explain the focus of participatory 
research: 
To transform the world. To amplify the voices of those who are rendered 
voiceless by the dominant society. To inscribe with them their words and 
wisdom, creating written histories, and then to read the world with one 
another. To provide the stage where women amJ men, children, the elderly, 
and the disenfranchised minorities and communities become the protagonists 
in their own life stories. These are the intentions of Participatory Research. 
(p. 7) 
Through the use of participatory research, this study drew attention to the 
participants' voices in their efforts to "critically appropriate knowledge that exists 
both within and outside their immediate experience" (Giroux, 1989, p. 729). 
Research Design 
This section begins with an overview of the basic constructs of participatory 
research. Contrasting participatory research with traditional forms of quantitative and 
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qualitative research emphasized the appropriateness of participatory research to this 
study. 
Basic Constructs of Participatory Research 
This study assumed that the moments of any experience could only be 
understood through the voice that has lived them. Giorgi (1975b) referred to this as 
phenomenology, the "study ofthe phenomena of the world as experienced by man [or 
woman]" (p. 309). Furthermore, since one being can never really know what it is to 
be another being, a methodology that embraces Giorgi's (1975a) "human scientific 
psychology" (p. 82) was presumed to be advantageous. Kieffer (1981) describes this 
psychology as one which acknowledges the life-world as the context for research, 
maintains fidelity, considers the perspective of the subject first and foremost, takes 
personal meanings as measurements, and assumes the researcher as part of the 
interpretation of data. 
Participatory research is a methodology that encompasses the aforementioned 
principles via transformative dialogues. The work ofK.ieffer (1981), Maguire (1987), 
Park (1989), and Ada and Beutel (1993) provided the foundation for the study's 
participatory research design. As described by Ada and Beute~ participatory research 
is more than a methodology. "Researchers and participants come together in a mutual 
and rigorous exploration of their lives, deeply respecting each other's ability to truly 
know and believing that through the act of knowing we can transform our reality" 
(p. 7). 
This transformation of reality was made possible through the use of dialogue, 
one feature that distinguishes participatory research from other social research (Park, 
1989). 
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It is through dialogue that people come together and participate in all-crucial 
aspects of investigation and collective action. To dialogue means to talk as 
equal partners in an exchange of not only information but also of sentiment 
and values. Dialogue is a means of discovering the sharedness of a problem, 
the connectedness of the lives, and the common ground for action (Park, 
p.12). 
By having permitted students and parents to engage in transformative dialogues, they 
gained a better understanding of their existence in the world, discovering that they 
"are not born in a vacuum without history or connection to all of humanity" (Ada & 
Beutel, 1993, p. 32). Dialogue created the possibility for the participants in this study 
"to think for themselves and to innovate, as well as to remember [or discover] their 
history and to revive their culture for the recreation of the authentic life" (Park, 1989, 
p. 17). This process made it both "educational and empowering" (Ada & Beutel, p. 
40). 
Kieffer's (1981) definition of empowerment encompasses these dimensions: 
1. Development of a more positive sense of self. 
2. Construction of a more critical comprehension of the web of social and 
political relations, which comprise one's experienced environment. 
3. Cultivation of resources and strategies, or functional competence, for 
efficacious attainment of personal collective socio-political goals. (p.7) 
Kieffer (1981) adds that individuals become empowered by their ability to participate. 
R. Ruiz (1997) claims that without voice (dialogue) and agency, there is no 
empowerment. He warns that empowerment is not a gift that can be put into the hands 
of the powerless. The possession of power is the result of their efforts in taking over 
and controlling any given situation. 
Maguire (1987) describes participatory research as a process involving three 
activities: investigation, education, and action. The investigation consists of 
oppressed and ordinary people coming together to discuss and identify problems and 
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possible solutions. In the educational component, the researcher and participants 
analyze the underlying reasons for the problems through group discussions. Lastly, 
the entire group takes collective action as one body to promote social change. 
Maguire notes that the three activities do not necessarily occur in order; they often 
occur in a variety of combinations and the emphasis on each will not be the same in 
all projects. Thus, the purpose of participatory research "is not merely to describe and 
interpret social reality, but to radically change it" (p. 28). 
In order to create an ambiance where the authentic voices of students were 
respected and heard, Kieffer's ( 1981) dialogical retrospection, one design of 
participatory research, was utilized in this study. Together the researcher and a group 
of students and parents reflected on past and present educational experiences, 
discovering the "ways in which the establishment monopolizes the production and 
use ofknowledge for the benefit of its members" (Reason, 1994, p. 328). Freire 
(1970) named this phenomenon conscientization or "consciousness-raising." As Ada 
and Beutel (1993) have clearly stated, "As long as some part ofhumanity is 
oppressed and disempowered, then we ourselves are not yet fully human" (p. 31 ). 
Participatory Research in Contrast to Traditional Methods of Inquiry 
Participatory research is a model of inquiry that differs from object, 
quantitative, and value-free social science. Participatory research seeks to 
have an understanding with its subjects of inquiry - the participants - and of 
the specific relation of the historical, cultural, and ideological significance and 
ethical outcomes. (Gomez, 1993, p. 43) 
Kieffer (1981) writes that traditional methods of inquiry imply control of the 
investigative process and its outcomes, where ''participants are both disempowered 
and obstructed from use of the results" (p. 1). Traditional studies have used surveys of 
printed materials, personal visits, interviews, statistics and other data to analyze the 
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academic achievement of Mexican-origin people and other marginalized groups. Such 
studies have excluded the students' participation. At the same time, participatory 
research has been "discounted as methodologically vague and lacking theoretical 
rationale" (p. 1). However, Gomez (1993) writes that, "New paradigms of inquiry 
question the classical norms of methodology and theory. We are in a period that 
refutes the era of positivism in the social sciences" (pp. 43-44). 
As part of their argument for participatory research, Maguire (1987), Park 
(1989), and Ada and Beutel (1993) have identified the differences between 
participatory research and the traditional methods of investigative inquiry. Park 
(1989) explains how participatory research differs from traditional methodologies in 
regards to methodology and epistemology: 
Participatory research distinguishes itself from conventional research in the 
specificity of social change objectives it pursues, the utilization and 
modification of the research methods, the kinds of knowledge it produces, and 
the way it relates knowledge to social action. (p. 1) 
Participatory research aims to empower individuals who are normally kept on 
the margins of society. Through this transformation of self-assertiveness, individuals 
come together in solidarity to bring about social change. For Ada and Beutel (1993), 
"the principal distinction between participatory research and traditional academic 
research is the commitment of the researcher to meet her participants in unconditional 
love and service as their co-facilitator, co-educator, co-organizer, and catalyst" {p. 
29). By permitting the researcher to take on such a role, there is "a greater degree of 
both honesty about and control over the inevitability of subjective bias" (Kieffer, 
1981, p. 13). 
In examining traditional forms of interviewing, Maguire (1987) found that 
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"why" questions are not asked, apparently this would be like putting ideas into the 
participant's mind. In participatory research, "why" questions are essential: 
Within the context of participatory research, dialogue encourages people to 
look at the "whys" of their lives. Why do problems exist? What causes these 
problems? Participatory research assumes that reality and history are human-
created, thus knowable. In participatory research, the researcher might not 
"put ideas" in someone's head, but the researcher certainly encourages people 
to reflect on parts of their lives that they might not ordinarily question or pay 
attention to. People are encouraged to begin to look at "reality" differently, 
that is more critically. (p. 134) 
The analysis of the educational experience used an interdisciplinary approach, 
where the personal, the political, the historical, and the linguistic are rendered 
inseparable (Giroux, 1991), via the voices of those who have lived the experiences. 
Such paradigms of "discursive practices reject the universal claim that mainstream 
Western values represent the correct scientific view of the world, privilege, and the 
rendering of knowledge" (G6mez, 1993, p. 9). 
Participatory Research 
This study was organized into the five phases outlined by Maguire (1987) and 
common to participatory research studies. The three activities of participatory 
research, investigation, education, and action, appeared in any combination of the 
phases. In the following pages, a brief description of each of the phases is given, as 
well as thoughts concerning the application of this method to the study. 
Phase I: Organization ofthe Project and Knowledge of the Working Area 
This initial phase of the research project was a time for gathering information 
and learning about the working area or community. The aim was to identify the group 
of oppressed people and establish relationships within the community that facilitated 
the study. In this process, the salient problems of the community arose, consistent 
with the idea that the research problem should originate in the community (Hall, 
1981). Maguire (1987) writes that the collection of quantitative and qualitative data 
"helps place the community within a regional and national perspective" (p. 113). 
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My relationship with the community made it possible to bypass the search for 
a potential community and the identification of a "problem situation." However, 
having grown up in the community and maintaining close ties with family and friends 
does not necessarily mean that I learned about the community systematically via 
quantitative and qualitative data. Thus, a general understanding of conditions in 
regards to socioeconomic, demographic, geographical, and political data was in place. 
From a qualitative perspective, my role as a classroom teacher in the community 
provided opportunities to discuss various community concerns with the local people, 
especially in the area of education. For this reason, the study area was considered a 
"preformed, organized community," (Park, 1989). It was evident to me that the 
community has undergone the "white flight" phenomenon, leaving behind 
neighborhoods of predominantly Mexican immigrants and people of Mexican 
descent. 
In preparation of phases II to V, the following tasks were undertaken in phase 
1: (a) a review of the literature that included a historical and educational overview of 
the population, (b) visits to the community and informal discussions that revealed 
information concerning educational issues, (c) attendance at community events on a 
regular basis so as to expand the current knowledge of the population, and (d) visits to 
the local high school where the institutional environment was observed. The purpose 
of the last task was to experience a typical school day in the life of the participants. 
Phase II: Definition of Generating Problematics 
The second phase of the study continued to lead the researcher and 
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participants closer to the participants' perceptions of their problems. Maguire (1987) 
remarks how this phenomenon is ever present throughout the research project. 
"Problem-posing continues as a dialogue over time, each phase takes the researchers 
and participants to a deeper and more critical understanding of reality as perceived 
and experienced by both participants and the researcher" (p. 41). 
Understanding the problems and perceptions of the participants. 
When the project entered this phase, I had already spent time discussing areas 
of concern with the participants. In this phase, an attempt was made to focus on the 
issues surrounding formal education, keeping in mind that an interdisciplinary 
approach to responses was expected and welcomed. Through informal discussions, a 
natural progression towards issues and questions evolved, shaping areas of concern in 
the study. Students were met on a one-to-one or small group basis. This phase 
involved the elaboration of ideas, topics, and reflections that surfaced in phase I. It 
also permitted the researcher and participants to know each other as "older people." 
In some cases, the students had not seen their former teacher in 10 years. In fact, a 
tool that engaged the participants was a photograph of their second grade class 
(1992). Additional items of memorabilia were on hand, such as class photographs and 
yearbooks from junior high and high schools. The aim was to spark memories 
concerning the participants' years of formal education. Park (1989) notes how the 
researcher and participants can utilize other media to encourage exploration of the 
past: 
For example, video tapes of critical events in the community, photographs 
showing slices of life in the community in its ignominious guises, drawings 
capturing moments of oppressive relationships, songs and stories expressing 
pain, suffering, and resistance have all been used effectively to help the people 
who have lost their ability to speak and discuss their problems (p. 10). 
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Although the media described by Park is used to intentionally evoke past "sufferings, 
indignities, and anguishes," this study used photographs for the purpose of 
stimulating memories, both positive and negative. 
The participants were encouraged to bring their own photographs of the past, 
including those from family and friends. As a classroom teacher in 1992-93, I left 
these students in the last month of the school year for the U.S. Peace Corps. Besides a 
few postcards, I never shared the numerous photos, slides, and artifacts of my three 
years in West Africa. This was a meaningful time in which to share these items. 
Phase II of this research project can be summed up as a series of authentic 
reunions between the researcher and the potential participants. 
Entry into the community. 
The site for this study was my hometown where I lived continuously from 
birth to 18 years of age. Although I have lived, worked, traveled, and attended higher 
education in many other places, close ties with the study's community had been 
maintained through regular visits with family and friends and periods of employment 
as a teacher in the local schools. These schools are responsible for my early 
education, as well as the education of the participants. In fact, I was the participants' 
second grade bilingual (Spanish) teacher in 1992-1993. As students, we experienced 
some of the same teachers in the district. In addition to the school environment, I saw 
many of the students and their families at the local chapel. While working as a 
teacher, I encountered the families at local stores and businesses. Often times I was 
invited to their homes for birthday parties, baptisms, baby showers, and informal, 
visits. My family lives minutes by foot from the homes of these students. 
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Despite the fact that I am a "product" of this community and continue to be a 
"part-time" member, there remained a special preparation before embarking on this 
project. Although I am a third generation Mexican and removed from the immigrant 
experience, I was raised with similar values and beliefs of the Mexican immigrant 
families. At the same time, due to my life experiences in the dominant society, I was 
aware of differences between the population and myself in this study, differences that 
I haven't been able to pinpoint. This semi-cultural sharing and living within the same 
physical boundaries as the participants formed a "solid connection" (Ada & Beutel, 
1993) with the community. My teaching years found me entering homes for a 
scheduled appointment, an opportunity to drop off homework or part of a summer 
reading program. These experiences are described as "totally sensory," making this 
study one of convivencia (Fals-Borda, 1981) and one that did not "allow the 
intellectual analysis to disconnect us [participants and researcher] from the emotional 
aspects of our humanity" (Ada & Beutel, pp. 63-64). 
Thus, in addition to the "outer preparation," I continued to read about the 
Mexican immigrant experience. These readings included research studies, as well as 
literary works. I continued to expand my knowledge of this population, while feeding 
the need to uncover my own roots. Maguire (1987) claims that, "Participatory 
research does not allow you to hide from yourself' (p. 155). I looked forward to this 
challenge. 
Phase Ill: Objectivization and Problemization 
Central to this phase of the project was the selection and subsequent invitation 
of the participants. Since the study focused on a particular group of female students 
and their parents, the potential participants were identified. The challenge was to 
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attract the students within this already established pool of participants. Kieffer (1981) 
notes that, "Even for those who might be initially interested, the prospect of engaging 
in critical retrospection can appear personally threatening and evoke emotional 
apprehension" (p. 17). For this reason, establishing attributes of- honesty, trust, 
compassion, and understanding - between the researcher and participants in the 
previous two phases was extremely important. As Maguire (1987) states, "Each phase 
strengthens the participants' awareness of their own resources and abilities for 
mobilization and action" (p. 41). 
In addition to the selection of the participants, the characteristics of the 
students and parents, as well as a restatement of the research questions and a short 
discussion about the questions that guided the dialogues were included in phase III. 
Selection and invitation of participants. 
During the interaction with the community described in phases I and II, I 
gathered as many names and contact numbers of former students. I invited the 
potential participants to a general meeting in which the project was discussed in 
detail. To ensure that students made their own decisions about participating, parents 
were not involved in the general meeting. At the end of the meeting, I provided each 
person with my phone number. Students who were interested in participating were 
asked to contact me by a specified date. I contacted the students who did not respond 
in order to reaffirm their final decision. 
I met with the interested students in a small group to determine if the students 
were genuinely interested in sharing their experiences. After these "interviews," six 
potential participants were selected and their parents were approached concerning 
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their own participation in the study. One father, three mothers, and two couples (both 
mother and father) agreed to participate. 
Characteristics of the participants. 
The following students agreed to share and critically reflect on their 
educational experiences at all levels. Likewise, the parents of the students in the study 
agreed to share their experiences with the American system of education. In some 
cases, only one parent (mother or father) was available to participate. Although 
participants chose to use their legal names, I refer to the parents of the participants as 
such: "Brenda's mother," "Ale's father" or "Juanita's parents." This decision was 
made since the students referred to their parents as "mother" and "father" and many 
times the parent and child are quoted in sequence; I felt that identifying them as such 
created a flow of intimacy. I also felt that this would reduce the number of given 
names for the reader while readily identifying a particular student's parent. 
All school officials in the dialogues were assigned pseudonyms. The nature of 
the information provided by the participants and the fact that some of the officials are 
no longer working in the district generated this decision. 
In addition to the students' characteristics and their own short description of 
themselves, I asked them to complete the following sentence: "Most Americans think 
Mexicans are __ " (Swirez-Orozco & Swirez-Orozco, 2001, p. 96). This was done 
in order to understand how students feel they are perceived as Mexican-origin people. 
Brenda 
Brenda is 16 years old and a junior in high school. She was born in the U.S. 
Besides her mother and father, Brenda lives with four brothers and three sisters; she is 
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the fifth born child. Brenda began school as a monolingual Spanish-speaker and was 
enrolled in a bilingual program. When asked to write about herself, Brenda wrote: 
[I am] friendly, talkative, loud, smiling, trustworthy, and a good friend. [I like 
to] party and dance. *I give good advice to girlfriends, boyfriends, and 
couples.* [The names of my brothers and sisters and their ages are:] Raul Jr., 
24; Jesus, 22; Marfa, 21; Sandra, 19; Brenda (me), 16%; Lily, 13; Angel, 9; 
and Ricardo, 8. [Brenda calls herself] Princess. 
Most Americans think people from Mexico are paisas [from the country. 
Brenda wrote that students at school think she is] cool. 
Brenda is enrolled in standard courses at school and she "loves people." 
Brenda's mother: Lucila 
Lucila is 50 years old. She was born in Mexico and spent time in the U.S. as a 
single woman in the early 70s. She learned about discrimination while working as a 
housekeeper: - Nunca mire sueldo buena pero es el tonto de uno. - [I never saw good 
pay, but that is one's naivety.] She was passionate about having met Cesar Chavez 
who visited her job site, an egg producing plant in southern California (1972). Due to 
Chavez's efforts, Lucila and 700 other workers received a hike in pay. In the mid 70s, 
she returned to Mexico and married. She reentered the U.S. in the late 70s and she has 
been here ever since. Lucila does not hide the fact that she is a non-literate; she comes 
from a family of 10 children and most of her siblings did not have the opportunity to 
attend school in Mexico. In this study, Lucila was the most involved parent in the 
educational system; this was at the elementary level. In addition to being a full-time 
homemaker, she has a daily two-hour job at the local elementary school as a 
lunchtime supervisor. 
Joanna 
Joanna is 16 years old and a junior in high school. She was born in the U.S. 
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and lives with her mother, father, and sister. Joanna began school as a monolingual 
Spanish-speaker and was enrolled in a bilingual program. Joanna began her high 
school experience in college prep courses but gradually she was moved to a standard 
class schedule. Joanna shared this about herself: 
I have only one sister and she's 12 years old. I'm not shy but I know when to 
shut up. I'm not really into school because it doesn't really seem like I do 
well. Peer pressure gets me really easily. People don't have to beg me for long 
so that I do what they want. I like ditching a lot, especially when I know I'm 
going to have fun. I don't keep anything to myself, I let it all out. I say what I 
want. 
Most Americans think people from Mexico are very poor and think that 
Mexicans are lower than them. 
Joanna's mother: Virginia 
Virginia is in her late 30s. She came to the U.S. in her late teens with her 
family. She worked in the agricultural fields until she decided that she needed to 
improve her condition. Her older sister supported her as she learned hair styling; she 
works full-time in a beauty salon alongside her sister. According to Virginia, even 
though she and her husband are together, her two daughters are her responsibility. 
She laughed, as she said: -Los senores vienen mas cansados y son menos. - [The 
men get home more tired (than the women) and they are less capable (of looking after 
children)]. 
Blanca 
Blanca is 16 years old and a junior in high school. She was born in Mexico 
and brought to the U.S. as a four year old. She lives with her mother, father, one 
brother, and two sisters. Her oldest brother is married and lives nearby. She is the 
third born child in her family. Blanca began school as a monolingual Spanish-speaker 
and was enrolled in a bilingual program. She attended two different elementary 
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schools in the same district. Blanca is enrolled in standard courses at the high school. 
In Spanish, Blanca is a shy person but extremely friendly and talkative on a one-to-
one basis or small group situation. In English, she is shy no matter how many people 
are present and at times, prefers not to speak at all. Blanca loves to watch the 
Discovery channel where she learns about a lot of new things; this has created an 
interest in photography. When asked to write about herself, Blanca told me she would 
do it later. I never received anything from her. 
Incidentally, the participants wrote about themselves while we were having 
dinner at a pizza restaurant. In hindsight, this was probably not an agreeable location 
and social milieu for Blanca. She did, however, complete the statement I provided in 
Spanish: 
La mayorfa de Americanos piensan que la gente de Mexico son unos mojados, 
unos paisitos, y que no tienen derecho de decidir cosas o que no tienen 
derecho de que hablen lo que ellos opinan. 
[The majority of Americans think that people from Mexico are "wet backs," 
country people, and that they don't have a right to decide things or that they 
don't have the right to voice their opinions.] 
Blanca's parents: Estela and Jaime 
Jaime and Estela are in their early 40s. Jaime attended school in Mexico, 
completing the primaria [primary], secundaria [secondary], and he started the 
prepatoria [preparatory] with the help of an older sister; he left the preparatoria but 
gave no reason for leaving. Later in the discussion he commented: -Es lo que le pasa 
ala mayoria de estudiantes, se enamora uno y se casa- [That's what happens with 
the majority of students, one falls in love and gets married]. Jaime and Estela married 
in Mexico and Jaime immigrated to the U.S. in order to better their economic 
situation. He began in the agricultural fields, recalling his frozen hands and the 17-
94 
hour workdays. Later, he took up various factory jobs but regrets not having 
concentrated in one area so as to increase his earnings. Presently he is learning to be a 
welder. Estelajoined Jaime four years after Blanca was born. She stayed home when 
the children were young but now she works in a factory, preparing packages to be 
shipped. 
Juanita 
Juanita is 16 years old and a junior in high school. She lives with her mother 
and father and two much loved dogs. She has grown up as an only child but she has a 
number of stepsiblings that she sees periodically. Juanita was born in the U.S. and she 
began school as a monolingual Spanish-speaker where she was enrolled in a bilingual 
program. She is presently in college prep courses at the high school level. Juanita had 
this to say about herself: 
I have four stepsisters and three stepbrothers. The oldest sister lives in 
Washington. She has a son attending Stanford. Three of my other sisters live 
in San Diego. One of my brothers lives in Colorado the other one lives in 
Arizona. The other one lives in Mexico. My personality: I'm a happy person. I 
like to smile. I like to be with friends. I like to dance but I don't [do it] a lot. I 
like to chat in chat rooms on the internet. At home I like to go online when I 
have free time. I love to talk on the phone especially with the guys. It's fun. 
I'm a very nice, friendly person, but I can get mad easily. When I get mad I'm 
totally a different person. Oh yeah Jane, [who is-also in this study] said I'm 
stubborn. 
Most Americans think people from Mexico are stupid. Most people that are 
born here in America think that Mexicans are poor. Americans blame Mexico 
for the state of the economy in the U.S. 
Juanita's parents: Maria Elena and Luis 
Reflecting on her arrival in the U.S. from Mexico, 40+ year old Maria Elena 
shared these words: - De primero uno no conoce nada. Sufre uno para salvar la vida 
-[At first, one doesn't know anything. One suffers to make a way of life]. She 
immigrated to the U.S. with a group of single women, not knowing anyone except for 
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Ia senora [the woman (who helped the group cross the border)]. She worked in the 
agricultural fields until she met her husband; she then remained home to care for 
Juanita. 
Luis is 65 years old. Although he had intentions of working for five years in 
the U.S. and then returning to Mexico to begin a business, his plans never came to 
light. He began working in the agricultural fields in 1961 and described his 
experiences as such:- Un dolar Ia hora, 10 horas diarias, 10 dolares al dfa. En la 
noche todos hasta llorabamos alU, gritando donnidos del dolor de espalda. - [One 
dollar per hour, 10 hours daily, 10 dollars per day. At night, all of us were almost 
crying, screaming with back pain]. Later, his first wife and their children joined him. 
At some point his first marriage broke up and he met Maria Elena, Juanita's mother. 
Jane 
Jane is 16 years old and a junior in high school. She was born in the U.S. and 
lives with her mother, one brother, and three sisters. Jane is the third born in her 
family. She started school as a monolingual Spanish-speaker and participated in a 
bilingual program. She is presently enrolled in college prep courses at the high 
school. Jane described herself as such: 
My name is Jane. My family is made up of six people. Their names and ages 
are: Linda, 23; Aaron, 22; Rosita, 13; Cynthia, 12; and me, I'm 16. My mom 
is Rosa, 43. I enjoy being on the marching band at school. My favorite color is 
purple. Oh yeah, I forgot three other members of my family, my dog Pooch 
and my two pigeons, Tito and Tita. I am a person that believes in you'll never 
know if you don't try it! I am a person that likes to laugh. I'm a person that 
gets nervous for almost anything. 
Most Americans think people from Mexico are ignorant and can't be 
successful just because they are poor. Then again, there are some Americans 
who enjoy and love the Mexican culture and that don't mistreat the Mexicans 
just because they don't speak English or know what goes on. · 
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Jane's mother: Rosa 
Rosa immigrated to the U.S. as a 17 year old. Her decision to get away from 
her parents was the motivating factor behind her immigration; she joined her sister in 
Los Angeles where she worked as a seamstress. Rosa wonders how she finds the 
strength to be a single mother and provider for her children. Her husband left the 
family about eight years ago. The separation has been difficult for the entire family, 
not to mention the recent divorce proceedings. Rosa cleans houses for a living. 
"Ale" for Alejandra 
Ale is 16 years old and a junior in high school. She was born in Mexico and 
brought to the U.S. as a one-month old infant. Besides her mother and father, she has 
two younger siblings. Ale began school as a monolingual Spanish-speaker and was 
enrolled in a bilingual program. She is presently in college prep courses. When asked 
to describe herself in writing, Ale wrote the following: 
I am talkative, friendly, nice, smart, in love, not shy (sometimes), and I like to 
dance. My responsibilities are baby-sitting, cleaning house, and school. I have 
one brother and one sister. My brother's name is Hector and he is 13 years 
old. My sister's name is Angela and she is 2 years old. 
Most Americans think people from Mexico are ignorant and are not successful 
in anything. 
Ale's father: Hector 
Hector is in his early 40s. As a child he attended a school under the direction 
of Catholic priests in Mexico. His plans were to become a priest. Hector emphasized 
numerous times that his schooling provided him with his present philosophy on life. 
Although he spoke of many instances of discrimination in various jobs here in the 
U.S., he encountered discrimination before leaving his homeland. At a non-Catholic 
school, where he was awaiting space to continue studying the Catholic faith, the "rich 
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kids" suggested that he sit at the back of the classroom since he was only paying half 
his tuition; he was on a partial scholarship. Hector is a humanitarian at heart and 
speaks to his children in a holistic manner; he feels that formal education is only part 
of the formation of a "good person." Hector has a great interest in social justice and 
music, having chosen to forego the life of a musician for marriage. 
Research questions. 
As previously described, participatory research leads the researcher and 
participants through an investigative process that sometimes calls for a restatement of 
the research questions. In this study, the transformative dialogues evolved around 
three of the five original research questions. The final research questions were: 
1. What are the experiences at home and school that have contributed to the 
academic achievement or academic underachievement of first and second-
generation Mexican immigrant females, as related by the students and their 
parents? 
2. What are the experiential patterns of first and second-generation Mexican 
immigrant females, as expressed by students and parents, which have led to 
academic failure or success? 
3. What are some recommended changes in the existing educational system that 
could be undertaken in order to improve educational achievement, as 
suggested by first and second-generation Mexican immigrant females and 
their parents? (e.g., structural and curriculum changes, as well as changes 
associated with institutional agents) 
Questions to guide the dialogues. 
The research questions were presented to the student participants (as a group) 
for modifications and final approval. Ada and Beutel (1993) explain that the research 
questions are "open" and subject to changes during the course of the project. After the 
research questions were finalized, the participants were invited to generate questions 
to guide the first dialogue. ''The questions should be formulated with the community 
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and the participants assuring that the research is controlled by those who are co-
researching their reality with you [the researcher]" (Ada & Beutel, p. 70). I prepared a 
set of dialogue questions (Appendix A) as a way to facilitate the discussion. 
However, the participants were strongly encouraged to modify the questions. The 
final questions for the first dialogue were given to each participant before our one-on-
one meeting. 
The first dialogue focused on the participants' historical past: (a) family 
background, (b) childhood experiences in the home before formal schooling, (c) 
initial contact with formal schooling and the progression to high school (challenges 
and triumphs), and (d) reflection on discrimination in school and society. These areas 
were considered to be starting points in the dialogue; they were not intended to be 
restrictive in any way. 
The focus of the second dialogue was to expand on the themes found in the 
initial dialogue. I extracted and prepared themes ahead of time, each participant had 
the opportunity to review the themes prior to the taping of the second dialogue. 
Parents' reflections. 
After completing the participatory dialogues with the student participants, I 
scheduled individual meetings with the parents. Although the meetings were taped to 
facilitate the analysis of the responses, the discussions followed a more traditional 
interview format, rather than a "dialogic retrospection" model (Kieffer, 1989). After 
responding to their own personal experiences involving immigration issues, family 
history, formal schooling, discrimination, and ways of coping in American society, 
the parents were asked to describe their role in the education of their children, with 
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special emphasis on the child in this study (Appendix B). The interview ended with a 
review of the research questions, making sure that parents had a chance to respond to 
each of them. 
Phase IV: Researching Social Reality and Analyzing Collected Information 
In phase IV, I listened attentively to the lived experiences of the participants, 
emulating the utmost respect for the speakers, as well as the "dynamic and integrity 
of the dialogue" (Ada & Beutel, 1993, p. 72). Ada and Beutel alert the researcher to a 
number of unforeseen possibilities such as resistance to responding, spontaneity of 
new questions, divergent paths, and moments of silence. Since all of these are data, 
they merited documentation and were included in the analysis. The participants and I 
critically reflected on the new information in attempt to locate possible solutions that 
addressed the issues. 
I was interested in gaining an understanding of how the home and school 
fostered or hindered the academic achievement of the participants. In cases where the 
participants felt excluded or prevented from reaching their academic goals, they were 
encouraged to make recommendations as to how the school can address their 
concerns. Participants, who were doing well in school, were asked to describe their 
"way of getting along." I looked forward to understanding if and how the participants 
see themselves as agents of change. 
First dialogue. 
During the dialogue process, I created an ambiance that facilitated the comfort 
of the participants. The students preferred to conduct the dialogue in my home where 
there were fewer distractions. If a dialogue needed to be rescheduled, it was done 
immediately. There were no time limits placed on dialogues, although they ranged 
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from one hour to one and a half hours in duration. 
A transcription of the first dialogue was given to each respective participant 
before the second dialogue took place. I tried to do this three days after the dialogue 
took place, allowing the participant one week to read and modify the transcription. 
Each participant was invited to consider the generative themes that were found in the 
first dialogue. After a discussion of the generative themes, the project progressed to 
the second dialogue. 
Second dialogue. 
The second dialogue considered the themes generated in the first dialogue. It 
also continued to address questions that had not been answered or new questions that 
arose. Like the first dialogue, the second dialogue was transcribed and given to each 
respective participant for modifications. Each participant and I met to reflect on the 
second dialogue, noting any changes in the generative themes. At this time, we 
decided if any follow-up dialogues were needed. At the conclusion of the dialogue 
process, the participants received final transcriptions from both dialogues. 
As noted in the participatory research process, the researcher and participants 
created new knowledge and reflected critically on significant issues surrounding the 
participants' educational experiences. This exchange of new information had the 
potential of empowering and moving both the researcher and participants towards 
transformative action. 
Phase V: Definition of Action Projects 
In the final phase of the participatory research process the participants moved 
from being objects of oppression to "subjects and beneficiaries of research" (Maguire, 
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1987, p. 42). For the first time in their existence as knowledge holders, the researcher 
and participants started their emancipatory act with the first dialogue (Ada & Beutel, 
1993). "The goal is to be empowered to develop one's best resources as a human 
being, one's possibilities of growth" (Ada, Beutel, & Petersen, 1990, p. 4). At the 
completion of this project, the researcher and participants were able to share their new 
knowledge with other high school students and parents. There was the possibility of 
meeting with educators at all levels to share students' concerns and to examine 
potential areas of change in the system. 
Background of the Researcher 
I, Debra Luna, am a third generation Mexican, born and raised in the southern 
California community where this study was conducted. My maternal grandparents 
emigrated to the community from a small ranch near Leon, Guanajuato (1916). My 
paternal grandmother was born in Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua, and married my 
grandfather across the border in El Paso, Texas (1928). In 1941, as a result of rumors 
that money was falling from the trees on the West Coast, the family moved to 
California, settling in the same community. 
As teenagers, my parents labored in the agricultural fields of southern 
California, migrating with the crops as far north as San Jose. After their marriage, my 
father worked as a civilian for the U.S. Navy (Point Mugu, California) until he retired 
in 1983. His employment allowed my mother to stop working in the agricultural 
industry and begin motherhood as a woman totally devoted to her four children. Due 
to her memories of hand labor and an early exit from formal schooling at the age of 
13, my mother was committed to ensuring that her children would seek an education. 
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Even though my life-world as a child was physically small, consisting of a 
two-mile radius from my home of 44 plus years, it was a semi-rural setting where 
extended families were in constant interaction. Summers were spent bathing in 
sprinklers and catching lizards and homed toads in the empty fields. Although I 
became an avid reader at a young age, allowing books to "take me places," the world 
opened up for me when I left for college. 
In 1981, I received a BS degree in Wildlife Management from Humboldt 
State, making me eligible for a biologist position in the backwoods of Minnesota. 
After a short period of employment, I decided that I was too young (21 years old) for 
such a settled life. Besides, the people in this part of the country were different from 
anything I had ever experienced. During a training period, a European American 
male, who was disgruntled by his inability to secure employment as a wildlife 
biologist, referred to me as "an Indian who had been given a break." Years later, I 
realized that it was the monoculture, discrimination, and the male dominated work 
place that caused me discomfort. 
The years that followed encompassed much travel and more education. I lived 
in Europe for 14 (1981-82) months where I bicycled extensively, while living with a 
German family. I completed a year of study in Montreal and a teaching credential at 
San Francisco State in 1987. In 1988, I embarked on a year-long trip through Russia, 
China, Southeast Asia, Nepal, India, and Kenya. From 1989 to 1993, I was employed 
as a Spanish bilingual teacher in my community, using the summer vacations to cycle 
in Japan and eastern Canada, as well as across the United States. From 1993 to 1996, 
I served as a U.S. Peace Corps Volunteer in Senegal, West Africa. I returned to the 
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U.S. via New York City where I worked as a bilingual teacher in the South Bronx 
while completing a Masters degree in bilingual education at Teachers College (1997). 
After graduating, I returned to the West Coast where I resumed teaching in my 
southern California community before moving north to San Francisco in 1999. My 
last impressionable journey was visiting Turkey for two months in 1998. 
Needless to say, my life-world went from small to enormous, understanding 
that differences are actually what move the spirit inside me. There is not a day that I 
don't reflect on an experience in the past. Sometimes the memories are difficult- the 
footless beggars in India, the lack of water in Senegal, the empty shelves in Siberia-
but I hope that these injustices will continue to help me re-name the world so that I 
can problem solve with others and move towards a more just global community. 
Sitting in a comfortable home does not erase the vivid memories. Yes, I have been 
extremely fortunate to have lived, to have seen, to have experienced humanity in so 
many different ways. Ada and Beutel (1993) cannot be more correct in saying that 
we cannot be "fully human" as long as others are oppressed and disempowered by 
conditions that have been created by all of humanity. 
Summary 
A detailed description of the Participatory Research methodology used to 
study the educational experiences of first and second-generation Mexican immigrant 
female students was presented in this chapter. The basic constructs of Participatory 
Research were outlined and contrasted with the more traditional forms of inquiry. The 
chapter explained the organization of the project, entry into the community, selection 
of the research participants, profiles of the participants, research questions, questions 
to guide the dialogues, interviews with parents, the dialogue process, and the 




Findings and Interpretation 
Introduction 
This study used a dialogic process to explore the educational experiences of 
two first-generation and four second-generation Mexican immigrant females. In 
addition, the participants' parents (mother, father, or both parents) were invited to 
reflect on their experiences concerning the American system of schooling. The 
purpose of the study was to illuminate knowledge gained through the voices of the 
students concerning factors that contribute to academic achievement or academic 
underachievement. An integral part of the process was to have the student participants 
critically reflect on their experiences in order to understand their individual histories. 
As a result, they analyzed the information contained within the dialogues to suggest 
changes in the existing system as the start of an empowerment process. Parental input 
provided a window to family support in the home, as well as parental participation in 
their children's education. 
The research questions were designed from Freire's (1973) theory of 
empowerment and redefined as the study progressed; the questions were: 
1. What are the experiences at home and school that have contributed to the 
academic achievement or academic underachievement of first and second-
generation Mexican immigrant females, as related by the students and their 
parents? 
2. What are the experiential patterns of first and second-generation Mexican 
immigrant females, as expressed by students and parents, which have led to 
academic failure or success? 
3. What are some recommended changes in the existing educational system that 
could be undertaken in order to improve educational achievement, as 
suggested by first and second-generation Mexican immigrant females and 
their parents? (e.g., structural and curriculum changes, as well as changes 
associated with institutional agents) 
This chapter begins with some reflections concerning the students' elementary 
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and junior high school years, accompanied by their parents' remarks concerning those 
particular time periods in their educational history. Afterwards, the findings will tum 
to the generative themes that arose from the dialogues concerning high school 
experiences, as well as any parental information pertinent to the issue at hand. A third 
section of the findings will focus on the main ideas generated by the parents' 
reflections, with particular attention to their involvement in American schools. 
Elementary School Years: Kindergarten to Sixth Grade 
When a child enters the classroom she carries an internal package that holds 
everything she has learned about the world. If the child happens to have a teacher 
who is conscious of this personal "package," the teacher allows the child to unpack, 
and the situation becomes favorable for the student and the teacher. If the opposite 
occurs, if the teacher prevents the child from unpacking, then the situation becomes 
extremely unfavorable for a young mind that perhaps was enthusiastic about coming 
to school. 
The first impressions that a child receives at the elementary level are 
extremely important in terms of instilling a love for learning. In my opinion, the 
initial exposure and subsequent early encounters can impact future attitudes, 
motivation, and investment towards formal education. For this reason, the student 
participants in this study were asked to reflect on their educational experiences from 
the very beginning. 
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Brenda 
Brenda began the initial dialogue by asking herself if she started reading in 
Spanish or English but quickly recalled the Spanish poems she read in second grade. 
After this she jumped to having been "Charger-of-the-Month" every year except 5th 
grade. Teachers at Brenda's school are asked to acknowledge one student per month 
in their classrooms. The children are recognized at a school-wide assembly attended 
by family and friends. When asked, "What was the feeling about being Charger-of-
the-Month?" Brenda responded with, "I don't know. It was different. I was all shy. I 
didn't want to go." As for Brenda not having received the award in 5th grade, she 
referred to her teacher as being "good," although "different," and having her 
"favorites." 
Brenda recalled not being able to pronounce certain letters, which sent her to 
speech class, "I graduated from speech. I even got a certificate." She also recalled my 
after school reading program (second grade) in which I invited certain children to 
remain after the normal school day for tutoring in reading. 
When asked about receiving help with her homework at home, Brenda notes 
that her two older sisters helped but only, "If they were into it." She recalls her 
mother telling her sisters to aid her but they didn't always adhere to the request. This 
questioning spurred Brenda on to add that she is now responsible for helping her two 
younger brothers with their schoolwork and that sometimes she uses physical force to 
get them to pay attention. 
In her early years of schooling, Brenda tends to remember occasions in which 
she was recognized and acknowledged. This memory was also highlighted when she 
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described her feelings toward her sister who followed her in birth: "I didn't want her 
[younger sister Lili] because I used to be the baby." This yearning for recognition 
surfaces later when Brenda reflects on her junior high and high school years. 
Brenda's mother repeatedly expressed her dream that arose, even before she 
bore her eight children. She would like to see her children secure a better future and 
she related her wish to Brenda in the following words: 
Brenda le digo, todo rni suefio me lo van a echar a volar ustedes. Lo mejor que 
yo querfa cuando yo me case con tu papa ... Yo dije, yo no me quedo aquf en 
Mexico. Yo mejor me voy [a los Estados Unidos]. No vayan a sufrir lo que yo 
sufrf. Yo quiero un futuro mejor para ustedes, y l,que es lo que hacen ustedes? 
No le echan ganas al estudio. l,Que es lo que les hace falta? 
[Brenda, I tell her, you (as in all her children) are going to make my dream fly 
away. The best that I wanted when I married your father ... ! said, I will not 
stay here in Mexico. Instead, I will go (to the United States). They (future 
children) will not suffer what I have suffered. I want a better future for you, 
and what are you doing? You don't try at your studies. What is it that you are 
lacking?] 
Although Brenda's mother worked in the United States as a single woman, after they 
were married, she and her husband decided that it would be best for her to remain at 
home with the children. 
Through years of experience, Brenda's mother has come to know the school 
system at the elementary level quite well. As a result of this familiarity, she has 
developed a voice and influenced the educational program for her two youngest 
children.- Yo pienso que tanto estar uno all£, aprende uno las cosas. -[I think that 
the more you are there, the more you understand what is happening]. In addition to 
getting help from the school's speech therapist, she demanded that her boys be 
evaluated for help in reading. She doesn't hide the fact that she is a non-literate but 
adds that this doesn't keep her from using her voice. She described how she 
understands the importance of directing initial questions to the classroom teacher. 
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However, when her words have gone unheeded, she knows she has the right to 
address the principal or even the superintendent. Her ability to participate in school 
events is enhanced by the fact that she lives two blocks from the elementary school 
and the district office. 
Joanna 
Joanna's immediate thoughts concerning elementary school are embedded 
with much reflection and self-judgment concerning her academic status. As she 
spoke, she stared at one comer of the room, as though watching herself on the day of 
her awards: 
I remember I used to do a lot better than I'm doing now. I even got trophies 
over there [elementary school] for being an outstanding student. I guess I 
started reading faster than all the rest. I got awards for that. I think I was doing 
a lot better over there; I got a lot of awards. I had more fun than when you 
have to worry about anyone or anything and we were just hanging around 
with everybody. Nothing like, who's better, who's more popular, who's 
everything; I think everybody was the same. I'd be hanging around with 
everybody. That was one thing you didn't have to worry about. I think I was 
doing a lot better in elementary. 
Joanna's thoughts go beyond the mere recall of her outstanding achievement to 
contrast with the concerns of being an older student where social status and identity 
begin to impact the lives of students. When asked why she was doing better at the 
elementary level, Joanna attributed it to "less responsibility. Homework was easier. I 
had a lot more help because my mom knew more about that." Later in the dialogue, 
Joanna told how she was living with a cousin during her elementary years, a girl two 
years her senior who served as a mentor: 
Because of her [my cousin] I started doing good in elementary and she was 
the one who showed me how to read. She was the one that would help me 
with my homework. They [teachers] would give her awards for helping me. 
In a regrettable tone of voice, Joanna told how a change in living 
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arrangements disrupted her academic performance. The cousin, she was so 
"dependent" on, was no longer around: "As soon as I left her house and came over 
here [new home], I began to have my own thoughts and everything changed." 
The benefits that Joanna gained from her mentor convey how children can 
position themselves in teacher-student situations outside the school environment. 
However, Joanna's mother did not seem to understand the extent to which Joanna 
profited from living closely with her cousin or she chose not to talk about it. When 
asked about the mentor, the mother told how they had temporarily rented a room from 
her sister and that her niece was muy avanzada [very advanced], but she did not 
elaborate on the mentorship between Joanna and her cousin 
Joanna's elementary teachers appeared to be in sharp contrast with her 
teachers at the higher levels of education: 
Well, I liked all of them [elementary teachers]. I never had a problem. I liked 
them way more than the ones now. I think they were looking out for all of us, 
checking if we were doing our work right, not just passing it out and letting us 
do whatever we wanted. And then, returning it. .. I think they were expecting 
us to do it the right way. 
Joanna's reflection told as much about the elementary teachers, as it does about the 
teachers who she encountered after the sixth grade. Apparently, "looking out" for 
students and placing importance on "doing work right" and "returning it," were 
essential components in teacher-student relations. An important observation is that 
Joanna was a high achiever at this time and teachers tend to react favorably to 
students who meet their expectations. 
Joanna recalls her mother always being present at school events: "Yeah, my 
mom was there. She was there every time I had an award, every time I was Student-
of-the-Month, every time that I. .. Yeah, she was there." 
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Joanna's mother reported that she didn't remember too much from the 
elementary years but that she thinks her experiences were positive. She explained 
that she was satisfied with parent-teacher conferences, which she attended throughout 
her daughter's elementary years. She told of receiving explanations in her native 
language, but expressed the difficulty of understanding report cards. When it came to 
her attendance at other school events, Joanna's mother expressed some frustrations: 
Es diffcil para uno saber que es lo que estan diciendo, l,que esta pasando, 
l. verdad? Les decfa pues, l,que dicen? Uno queriendo saber Ia informacion 
pero no podfa uno, l. verdad? A lo mejor estamos haciendo mal y no sabemos. 
Uno tiene temor que no sabe si esta haciendo bien o esta haciendo mal porque 
no saben lo que estan diciendo. Y los papeles [reportes academicos] tambien 
porque no sabe uno que tan alto van o que tan bajo. Ve uno los grados y no 
sabe si esta bien. 
[It is difficult for one to know what they are saying, what is happening, right? 
I would say to them (figuratively) well, what are you saying? One wanting to 
know the information but couldn't, right? Perhaps we are doing wrong and we 
don't realize it. One is fearful that she doesn't know if she is doing well or 
doing poorly because she doesn't understand what is being said. And the 
papers (report cards) too, because one doesn't know how advanced or low the 
children are performing. One sees the grades and doesn't know if she 
(daughter) is doing well.] 
Joanna's mother underscored how parents might look to the schools for guidance, 
assuring that parents are making the best choices for their child. Her words also shed 
light on the trust that parents place on academic institutions. 
Blanca 
Blanca was the only participant who attended school in Mexico; she was three 
and four years old at the time. She spoke positively of the experience, highlighting a 
comment by her mother: - Era una de las estudiantes mas altas - [She was one of the 
highest achieving students]. She described her schooling as such: 
Estaba chiquita pero me acuerdo cuando mi mama me regafiaba, como cuando 
no sabfa hacer unos problemas que nos dejaban. Me acuerdo que los maestros 
eran muy estrictos y yo estaba bien calladita y sf, aiH no era como aqu{ que 
podian hablar y que se callen or "be quiet!" Aparecfan hablando, alla no. Alla 
112 
si declan callensen, todos estaban calladitios, poniendo atenci6n. Creo que mi 
mama me meti6 mas chica porque aqul no tenia que entrar de tres afios. 
Cuando uno esta mas chico como que aprende mas. 
[I was young but I remember when my mother used to scold me, like when I 
didn't know some problems that were given to us. I remember that the 
teachers were very strict and I was very quiet and yes, it wasn't like here 
where you would talk and, "Be quiet!" Here they would talk, not there. If they 
would say, "Be quiet" over there, everyone was quiet, and paying attention. I 
think that my mother enrolled me younger because here I didn't have to enter 
school at three years old. When one is younger, it's as if she learns more.] 
According to Blanca, when she began attending American schools, she was no longer 
able to learn and perform like she did in Mexico. 
The most prominent aspect of Blanca's elementary years in the United States 
was the acquisition of English and the difficulties associated with using the language 
in her academic development. In fact, when I bumped into Blanca on her high school 
campus, before the study commenced, she immediately told me about her difficulties 
with English. She also chose to conduct the dialogues in Spanish. 
In addition to her second language acquisition, Blanca found it difficult to 
change schools after her third grade year. According to her, she is a shy person, 
especially in the school environment where she did everything to avoid public 
speaking. At times, this involved ignoring assignments _all together. The following 
words are woven throughout her dialogues: -No hablaba- [I didn't talk].- Casino 
participaba- [I didn't participate much]. -Era muy callada- [I was very quiet]. -Me 
daba pena- [I was embarrassed].- Era muy vergonzosa- [I was very bashful].- Me 
pon(a bien roja- [I would get red]. -Me ponfa nerviosa- [I would get nervous]. - Yo 
pensaba que los alumnos se iban a burlar de mi - [I thought that the students would 
make fun of me]. 
In time, Blanca developed a strong "non-participant" attitude during her 
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elementary years, such that she developed a habit of copying written assignments 
whenever her classmates would agree to the proposition. At certain times they would 
refuse, asking her, -;.No pones atencion o que?- [Aren't you paying attention or 
what?]. She even discerned that the teacher might detect her copying if she were to 
replicate her friend's paper precisely: 
Cuando ya no me aprendfa nada yo le decfa a mi amiga que si me daba su 
"work," su trabajo para yo copiarlo. Y ella no le parecfa pero me lo prestaba y 
empezaba a copiarlo y no lo copio exactamente igual porque luego el maestro 
se va a dar cuenta. Y no se pero estar copiando, yo creo que me pasaban los 
grados pero si no, yo creo que allf me hubiera quedado. 
[When I could no longer learn anything, I would ask my friend if she would 
give me her work so that I could copy it. I don't think she liked the idea but 
she lent it to me, and so I would begin to copy and I don't copy it exactly the 
same because then the teacher will notice. And I don't know, but in copying I 
think they would just pass me (grade-wise) but if not, I think I would have 
remained there, (in that grade).] 
Blanca's last words in the citation show that she knew copying was not a good 
practice but it became a means of survival for her. Her use of the present tense, "I 
don't copy it exactly," implies that she still depends on the copying technique, as will 
be noted later in her dialogue. 
Blanca didn't recall if her mother ever attended parent-teacher conferences, 
although she did say that her mother spoke with her teachers at times. She claimed 
that no one was available to help her with homework for various reasons: 
Querfa mi mama ayudarme pero era diferente, ella no sabfa c6mo se hacfa Ia 
tarea de aquf porque le digo que en Mexico es diferente. Y como ella no sabfa 
el ingles, no podfa. Mi papa llegaba del trabajo bien noche, cansado y no 
podia. [Mis hermanos] ten{ an sus trabajos que hacer y tarea. Se me hacfa bien 
diffcil y yo porque no entendfa me desesperaba y para el dfa siguiente a la 
carrera le pedfa la tarea a mi amiga. 
[My mother wanted to help me but it was different, she didn't know how to do 
the homework because, like I tell you, in Mexico it is different. And because 
she didn't know English, she cotJldn't. My father would come home from 
work late and tired, and he couldn't. My brothers had their own work and 
homework. It was very difficult for me, and because I didn't understand I 
became desperate and the next day I would quickly ask my friend for her 
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homework.] 
Despite her language difficulties, Blanca continues to have a positive attitude 
toward school and the importance of an education. She remembers her fifth grade 
teacher in the following words: 
Esa maestra me cay6 bien. Ella sf trataba de ayudarme pero como por lo 
mismo que estaba muy callada, no me llamaba tanto. Como que se interesaba 
mas en los alumnos, en enseiiar y yo pensaba que nomas trabajaba por el 
dinero. Explicaba mejor y me decfa si yo tenfa preguntas. Ella me ayudaba 
hasta que entendfa. 
[That teacher pleased me. She tried to help me but for the same reason, that I 
was quiet, she didn't call on me much. It was like she took more interest in the 
students, in teaching and I thought that she only worked for the money. She 
explained better and she would ask me if I had questions. She helped me until 
I understood.] 
Blanca also reflected on the positive and negative aspects of being a "pull out" 
student for English language development (ELD). At one part of the day, a teacher 
would arrive and take a small group of students to another location. Although Blanca 
was a bit embarrassed, she felt secure and confident about being with others who 
were like her: 
Me daba pena pero no igual como en la clase porque los otros que sacaban 
tambien eran igual que yo. [El grupo] era pequeiio, como de cuatro personas 
nada mas y yo me animaba mas, como que participaba mas. y digo, j,por que 
aquf puedo aprovechar? Somos todos iguales. l,Por que no preguntar si ellos 
estan de las mismas que yo. Me gustaba porque aprendfa mas, yo podfa 
preguntarle [ala maestra]. 
[I was embarrassed but not in the same way as in the classroom because the 
others who were pulled out were the same as me. The group was small, there 
were like four people no more, and I encouraged myself more, as if I 
participated more. I asked, Why is it that I can avail myself here? We are all 
the same. Why don't I ask the others if they feel as I do? I liked it because I 
learned more, I could ask her (teacher) questions]. 
However, after returning to her regular classroom from a pull out session, Blanca's 
comfort level dropped immediately: 
Cuando regresaba a la clase ya era diferente, me quedaba callada allf nomas y 
no decfa nada. Y tambien otra cosa que cuando nos sacaban y luego 
entrabamos yo no sabfa de que se trataba Ia clase porque como nos sacaron. 
115 
No se de que estaban hablando. Mi amiga me decfa, tu misma escucha y yo 
me quedaba, "Ok." 
[When I returned to the classroom it was different, I remained quiet and I 
didn't say anything. Also, another thing, when we were taken out and then we 
returned, I dido 't know what was happening in the classroom because they 
took us out. I didn't know what they were talking about. My friend would tell 
me, you listen and I would stay there saying, Ok.] 
Blanca's words serve as a reminder of the difficulties that a second language learner 
encounters as she attempts to implement the new language. Her struggles continued 
beyond the elementary years, as she began to take on a permanent, "I won't 
understand anyway," attitude, yet never completely giving up on the "learning 
environment." 
Although Blanca's parents emphasized the value of an education, it was not 
evident that they were in close contact with the school during her elementary years. 
As already mentioned, Blanca wasn't sure if either of her parents attended her 
conferences. During our meeting, Blanca's parents paused to ask their youngest 
daughter her grade level. Although this gave the impression that they were 
uninformed, they seemed to be aware of her progress in school, exclaiming how well 
she was doing with a first-year teacher. The father quoted his youngest daughter: -
Papi, esa maestra mira, me ensefia nose como pero me hace que entiendo las cosas-
[Father, that teacher, I don't know how she teaches me but she makes me understand 
things]. Concerning first-year teachers, the father added:- Es que llegan con ganas y 
cuando vienen as(, tienen ganas de estar y llegan con mucho emocion - [They arrive 
with desire and when they arrive like this, they feel like being there and they arrive 
with much emotion]. 
In appreciation for this teacher's work, the father added the following:- Yo 
pienso hablar un dta que vaya a Ia junta. Pienso de hablar en Ia junta de eso, de que 
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una maestra necesita tener amor para los alumnos para que pueden aprender mas -
[The day I attend a meeting I'm going to speak. I'm thinking to speak at the meeting 
about that, - that a teacher needs to have love for the students so that they can learn 
more]. These words ring a distinct bell from my first year of teaching when I listened 
to a veteran teacher tell me that she didn't need to love her students in order to teach 
them. Perhaps this dichotomy between teacher and parent is the very foundation of 
our failure to educate all children. For some students, the act of love may very well be 
a necessary part of the classroom environment. 
In regards to contact with the schools, Blanca's father claimed that many 
times the meetings are scheduled when parents are not able to take time from their 
work. He also noted the language barrier, which prevents full understanding: 
Cuando hay tiempo, pues, sf va uno a las juntas. Vamos a las juntas pero no 
esta uno bien, bien [en] contacto de como debe de estar uno. Yo se que 
nosotros faltamos contacto con Ia escuela tambien. Hemos llegado a ir asf a 
reuniones que hay y casi se habla puro ingles. Deben de hablar los dos 
idiomas, uno que habla en espafiol y el otro que lo esta traduciendo para que 
haiga, porque hay muchos que van a las reuniones y se vienen como si nada. 
[When there is time, well, we go to the meetings. We go to the meetings but 
one is not "well," well in contact like one should be. I know that we have 
failed to be in contact with the school also. We have attended meetings but 
they practically speak all English. They should ~peak the two languages, one 
who speaks Spanish and the other who can translate so that there will 
be ... because there are many (people) who go to the meetings and they return 
as if nothing had happened.] 
For the most part, the parents' expectations of Blanca seem to be tainted by 
the disillusionment of their two older sons. The eldest son showed much self-
motivation and excellent academic standing as a student but he married at a young 
age and diverted his attention to full-time employment. According to the mother, the 
second son never had an affinity for formal schooling and at the time of the study, he 
was about to become a father. As a result, the sons' opportunities to acquire an 
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education have been lost in the mother's eyes:- Basta ahara nada mas me quedan las 
tres niiias- [Until now, I have only the three girls left]. She expressed her sentiments 
as such: 
Muchas veces digo que ya no es bueno hacer tantas ilusiones, por lo que nos 
ha pasado. Vamos a pasar, vamos a sufrir otra vez ilusi6n como con Jaime. 
Pensabamos que era luz, lo maximo. Pero ya vimos que no. No me pongo a 
decir que Blanca va poder llegar a hacer eso. Y asf como tiene novio, digo yo, 
en cualquier momento puede basta ella cambiar de idea porque ellos estan 
pensando bien, al rato que entran ... 
[Many times, I say it is not good to make so many illusions because of what 
has happened to us. We are going to experience; we are going to suffer again 
another illusion like we did with Jaime. We thought he was the light, the 
maximum. But we have seen it is not so. I don't say that Blanca will be able to 
arrive at that point. And because she has a boyfriend, at any moment even she 
can change her focus because they are thinking well now, but after a while 
when they begin ... (the mother stopped talking).] 
Like many human interactions, parents' attitudes are often shaped by their 
first experiences, especially when parents tend to compare their children's 
educational experiences. The significance of the citation above is to note how a 
negative experience may influence the expectations for younger children. 
Furthermore, a self-motivated child with a completely different character may not 
need parental support, whereas, another child, in this case Blanca, needs someone to 
advocate for her education. 
Since Blanca was enrolled in the district's bilingual program, I would like to 
add that her mother had many questions concerning the program when I spoke with 
the parents at a preliminary meeting. She questioned the credibility of the program by 
asking how it was supposed to operate. She did not mention the topic during our 
official discourse. 
Juanita 
Juanita's memory of her elementary years concentrates on her teachers. She 
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recalls three "good teachers," and describes them as such: ''They explain to you like 
nice [in a nice voice]. They have more patience. They don't talk all mean like some 
do." She remembers having difficulty with Ms. Miller, her first grade teacher: 
She would always, like want us to be working, it was really hard. We would 
always use those chalkboards and I didn't like it that much cause our hands 
would be all full of chalk all the time. I didn't like it in there. 
Juanita told of having to be moved to another classroom in first grade in order 
to balance the number of students. "I got sent to Ms. Cash's class and she was smart 
and bilingual." Ironically, her initial teacher, who I had worked with, was also a 
bilingual teacher but Juanita never knew this. In fact, she referred to her as an 
English-only speaker. I also know the woman who became Juanita's official first 
grade teacher and her relations with children and parents were commendable. 
Incidentally, I'll never forget Ms. Miller's comment one day: "I don't have 
time to be doing ELD." This reflection brings to mind the previously mentioned 
student (Blanca) who continues to struggle with her second language. Did she get 
short-changed on her English language development? Situations like this, makes one 
question the efficacy of school officials in implementing bilingual programs. What 
are the outcomes when an administrator or teacher is incompetent or refuses to adhere 
to the established program? 
Juanita's mother was the link between home and the elementary school. 
Although she attended conferences regularly, she didn't recall having had much 
contact with the school. I noticed her on a daily basis, encouraging Juanita to eat 
since she was a "poor eater."- Tuve un tiempo que ten(a que ir porque ella por jugar 
no hada caso de comer- [I had to go (to the school) for a time because of play, she 
didn't pay attention to eating]. 
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Juanita's mother claims that there was little Spanish used in her dealings with 
the school and notes that this might be the reason why she doesn't recall much from 
that period. Concerning one of Juanita's teachers, her mother (M) and father (F) had 
this to share: 
F: Nosotros lo que tenemos es, el de Juanita fue que usted [investigadora] Ia 
aventaj6 mucho como maestra. 
M: Es el unico ... 
F: Fue usted Ia, que no Ia ... 
M:Sf. 
F: Como Ia alej6 mas de cualquiera otra de las maestras ... 
M: Sf. 
F: Porque usted basta se quedaba parte de tiempo con sus clases de ella. 
M: Y ya cuando sali6 usted, como que se fue para abajo. 
F: Se atras6 un poco, sf, que ella iba muy bien. 
M: Una temporada ... 
F: Juanita iba muy bien en las clases. 
M: Era muy inteligente, el periodo que usted estuve alll y para nosotros ... No 
nos tocamos de decir que no hay otra mejor, porque usted sf nos gust6 
mucho ... pues, su trabajo. Tambien las demas pero como que no ... Sf les dan 
clases pero como que no ... 
[F: What we recall, is that you (researcher) encouraged Juanita a lot, as a 
teacher. 
M: It is the only ... 
F: It was you who didn't... 
M:Yes. 
F: As if you brought her further than any other teachers ... 
M:Yes. 
F: Because you even remained more time with her class. 
M: And when you left, it was as if she went down in performance. 
F: She fell behind a bit, yes, she was achieving quite well. 
M: For a time ... 
F: Juanita was achieving quite well. 
M: She was very intelligent, the time that you were there and for us ... We 
can't say there isn't another good teacher, because we like you ... well, we 
liked your work a lot. We also liked the rest (of the teachers), but like the 
others no, as if they don't. .. Yes, they give class but like they don't ... ] 
I explained to Juanita's parents that, as a second grade teacher, my classroom policy 
involved paying special attention to "quiet students" and Juanita was definitely a 
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quiet student. I feel that these are the students who are often overlooked in the 
dynamics of a typical classroom. I also find it a professional and satisfying challenge 
to understand what they are thinking and whether the environment is conducive to 
their learning. I view every student as a barometer of my teaching style. 
In terms of homework, the father helped Juanita in the beginning years of 
formal education. - Pero despues de allf para adelante ya no porque ella sabfa mas 
que yo- [But afterwards, I couldn't help her because she knew more than me]. 
According to her mother, she has never been able to help Juanita; she tells how she 
never had the opportunity to study and that she learned to write her name in her late 
teens. Both parents emphasized the importance of encouraging words, as explained 
by Juanita's father: 
Pero si dandole valor y animo para que estudie, es fiel. Hablarle del estudiar y 
todo eso, sf. Que tiene que estudiar. Tiene que estudiar y tiene que salir algo, y 
eso es todo y meter eso en Ia cabeza, que tiene que hacer algo. 
[But if you give her value and spirit for learning, it's truthful. Talking to her 
about studies and all of that, yes. That she has to study. She has to study and 
she has to achieve something, and that's all and, put that into the mind that she 
has to achieve something]. 
After these words, Juanita's father went on to describe the educational 
accomplishments on his side of the family, a hint of the role models that exist in 
Juanita's life. 
Jane 
Other than casually mentioning her difficulties with math, Jane's memories of 
her elementary years focused on social relationships in the school environment. She 
recalled fighting with another female student: 
All I remember is being in the office all the time. I was a big pelionera 
[fighter]. I didn't like her. I don't think we liked each other. I couldn't stand 
seeing her. She couldn't stand seeing me. I just remember pulling her hair and 
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calling her names and just being mean to her. 
Although Jane attributed the problem to a "mutual dislike," for one another, Ale (a 
participant in this study), remembered the problem and attributed it to a jealousy 
situation whereby Jane and the other girl were vying to be Ale's "best friend." It is 
only now, at the high school level, where Jane and her rival exchange smiles; 
however, they have never discussed the problem from years passed. 
In addition to the fighting, Jane recalls "talking back" to the noon aide, "I 
didn't like her. I always got caught by her." She was sent to the office where she 
received detention as punishment for her behavior. Other visits to the office were due 
to her problems with asthma and allergies. 
Jane reports that she had no problem during the literacy transition from 
Spanish to English, nor the acquisition of English in the bilingual program. 
I really didn't feel that [language] change because at school I would speak 
English and at home also. The only time I speak Spanish is with my mom or 
when I'm really mad I just start speaking in Spanish. I don't know why. 
When asked if someone assisted her with homework, Jane had the following to say: 
Not really, sometimes my [older] brother, otherwise, it would just be me 
alone. Or, I wouldn't do it and I'd go to the teacher's aide and get help there. 
That was like when I was young. When I entered 5th and 6th I kind of knew 
how to handle it [assignments] myself. Because really, I wouldn't tell my 
mom or anything, you know, "I need help with this." And my sisters had to do 
their homework and they would tell me, "Leave me alone. I'm doing this." So 
I just had to do it myself and learn [by] myself. I would ask my mom 
sometimes and she'd go, "I don't know, I don't understand this. Go ask your 
brother or your sister." 
This account, dealing with homework, is important because it begins to show how 
independency develops at an early age. When asked, "Would you call yourself 
independent?" Jane answered, "Urn, yeah." Besides shedding light on Jane's 
character, the homework task also shows the importance of a bilingual aide in the 
classroom. Jane knew she could rely on this person for help and the action probably 
122 
relieved any potential anxiety. 
In speaking with Jane's mother about the bilingual education program and 
whether her children had started reading in Spanish, she paused to recall: - Bueno, me 
recuerdo que Janey Aaron estuvieron en ingles - [Well, I remember that Jane and 
Aaron were in English]. Since I was Jane's second grade teacher, I know that she was 
in the bilingual program and that she started reading in Spanish before English. It 
seemed that the mother might have been confused, as she immediately went on to talk 
about having "changed" Jane and Aaron and then gave reference to waivers that were 
implemented due to the passage of Proposition 227; this affected her two youngest 
daughters at the elementary level: 
Despues cambie aquellos [Janey Aaron]. Ellos querian tener las dos clases, 
[los dos idiomas]. Despues, nose que problemas, tuve mucho, pero eso no me 
gusto tampoco porque algun modelo de escuela ... Hace como dos afios o tres 
afios que querian puro ingles solamente [Proposici6n 227]. 
[Afterwards I switched them (Jane and Aaron). They wanted to have both 
classes, (both languages). Afterwards, I don't know what other problems, I 
had many, but I didn't like that either because some school models. It's been 
about two or three years that they wanted English only (Proposition 227)]. 
Jane's mother elaborated on the confusion of the waivers and how adamant the 
principal became about making sure she completed the forms as told. 
Ella [directora] dijo que tenfamos que firmar esos papeles para que tomaran 
puro ingles. Bran dos, para Rosita y Cynthia. Por de Jane ya no le toc6. Pienso 
que Jane ya nada aca [apuntando en Ia direcci6n de Ia esucela intermedia]. La 
confunden a uno un poco cuando hacen unos cambios asf, l, verdad? Pero digo, 
esta bien si es lo que necesitan am, pero tambien era un poco confundido 
porque hay unas palabras all( que yo no sabfa. Ella [directora] no queria, tuve 
que firmar ese papel porque me dijo ella, - Si no la firmas entonces vamos a 
tener que suspender a las nifias. - Pues, si no quiero firmar, no voy a firmar. 
1,Por que expulsar unas nifias? -No, tienes que firmar- dijo [la directora]. 
[She (principal) said that we had to sign those papers for them to take English 
only. There were two, Rosita and Cynthia. In the case of Jane, it didn't 
pertain. I think that Jane, over here (pointing in the direction of the junior high 
school), there wasn't this issue. It's what confuses one a little when they 
(school personnel) make changes like that, right? But I say, it's fine, if it's 
what they need there, but it was a little confusing because there were words 
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there (on the forms) that I didn't understand. She (principal) didn't want...l 
had to sign that paper because she said to me, "If you don't sign then we're 
going to suspend your daughters." Well, if I don't want to sign, I'm not going 
to sign. Why suspend these girls in this situation? "No, you must sign," she 
(principal) said.] 
The aforementioned misunderstanding between the parent and school officials 
exemplifies how confusing the information can be for a parent and the challenge that 
schools must undertake to correctly inform parents. Despite this ordeal, Jane's mother 
believes that the schools act in the best interest of the student. When asked if she had 
confidence in the school, the mother replied: 
Sf, porque en realidad, yo se que cuando algo va mal me van a llamar. Se que 
sfles ayudan a los nifios porque si no les ayudaran no llegaran a ser alguien en 
la vida. Es que tanto ponga todas las responsabilidades a los maestros y 
tambien la de los padres pero tambien Ia responsabilidad de los alumnos. Si un 
nifio no quiere estudiar, no va estudiar. Una maestra no puede hacer todo. 
[Yes, because in reality, I know that when something is going poorly, they 
(school personnel) are going to call me. I know that they do help the children 
because if they didn't help them, they (children) wouldn't become someone in 
life. It's that they place so much responsibility on the part of the teachers and 
the parents but (it should) also (include) the responsibility of the students. If a 
child doesn't want to study, she will not study. A teacher cannot do 
everything.] 
For Jane's mother, formal education necessitates the willingness ofthe student, as 
well as support from parents and school personnel. This emphasizes the joint 
partnership that should exist between the home and school. 
In regards to helping with homework, Jane's mother resonates the voices of 
the other parents. She was able to assist Jane and her other children when they were 
in the lower grades of elementary school but as soon as English became the dominant 
language in the homework or the work became difficult, she was no longer able to 
help. She mentioned mathematics in particular: -lCuando voy a entenderlo? Las 
matematicas que elias hacen ahora y las divisiones de nuestro tiempo fueron 
diferentes .. .las sumas, ahora son muy diferentes - [When am I going to understand it? 
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The mathematics that they do today and the division in our time was different ... 
addition is very different]. 
Even more puzzling to Jane's mother is that her two older daughters (Jane and 
Linda) refuse to help their younger sisters. - Elias pueden rea/mente ser las maestras 
de las chicas, sf. Les pueden ayudar mucho. Pero elias tienen que querer- [Actually, 
they could be the teachers for the younger ones, yes. They could help them a lot. But 
they must want to]. Instead, she feels that the older daughters are concerned with their 
own lives. 
Ale 
Ale's most vivid memories of her elementary years involve a principal who 
deliberately called her Alejandf2, instead of Alejanclr!. This switch in vowels 
changes the gender of the name, essentially referring to her as a male. Not only did he 
use this name for her during the school day, but he also used it when she received a 
"Charger-of-the-Month" award at a school-wide assembly. This was extremely 
insulting for Ale, such that her mother spoke with the principal. Ale recalls getting so 
angry with him that she did the same to his first name, referring to him as a female. 
She was suspended for this behavior. As to the reasons why the principal may have 
behaved in this manner, Ale responded: 
I think it was because I would always play with the guys. They would always 
tell me to play soccer and tetherball and I would go. And then he thought we 
were gang members. In the sixth grade, Jane, some other guys and I were on a 
field trip. We were fooling around and we flashed the "Westside sign." We 
got caught because Jane took the pictures to school and then Ms. Bowles 
(teacher) saw them and then she turned them in. I didn't get suspended, they 
did. I got away with it because she [Jane] hid our pictures so that we wouldn't 
get caught. 
The speculation here is that the principal's experiences in a previous position, that of 
principal at the junior high, could have influenced him to react from his "gang 
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awareness" protocol. 
In regards to Alejandra's name change, there is nothing that substantiates 
deliberately altering a student's name, especially by a school official. Establishing 
meaningful and trusting relationships between students and school personnel is 
invaluable in the educational setting. In this case, a chance to be an excellent role 
model for students who were about to enter their critical teenage years was 
overlooked. Ale's strong sense of right and wrong left no doubt that the principal's 
behavior was unacceptable. The question becomes, what impact could this behavior 
have on other, less strong-willed students? 
In a discussion of teachers, Ale reflected on her two third grade teachers, a 
team-teaching arrangement that included a "mean teacher" and a "nice teacher." She 
described Ms. L6pez, the mean teacher, as such: 
Ms. L6pez would just put us to read. But like, we would have to explain it. 
She wouldn't explain it. And we were small, we didn't know what to say. And 
we would have a test the next day on what we read and we didn't go over it. 
She would only be sitting down eating her carrots. 
Ale described how the students hoped that Ms. L6pez would call in sick so that the 
Ms. Regalado, the nice teacher, could be with them. 
Ms. Regalado was nicer and she would explain everything better. She would 
tell us to read but then she'd tell us the answers. And then, we would go over 
it. We used to play games with multiplication and that would make it fun. 
With Ms. L6pez, it was like, "Alejandra, what's 10 times 6?" [Ale:] "I don't 
know." [Ms. L6pez:] "Go sit down." With Ms. Regalado, if you won, you'd 
get a prize or whatever. 
Ale also remembers that her "nice teacher" allowed them to do a group project 
in which they researched an animal of their choice and presented the information to 
the class. This simple comparison makes evident the difference in learning 
environments. While one teacher engaged the students in authentic learning 
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opportunities that included choices and the discovery of new information, the other 
created conditions that essentially "turned off' interest. What is extremely amazing is 
how much students appreciate when teachers actually explain the material at hand. 
This is a phenomenon that is mentioned repeatedly in the dialogues. 
Ale told about a dear fifth grade teacher who was "cool" and "dramatic" with 
her teaching style. The students enjoyed her so much that they wrote a letter to the 
principal, asking if she could be their sixth grade teacher the following year. "And 
everything worked but then she got another job, so she left ... Yeah, she left us." Ale's 
tone of voice seemed to revert to the day that she heard the news, full of 
disappointment and no idea of what to expect in the following year. The fact that the 
students acted on keeping the same teacher, illuminates their passion for someone 
who had expectations for them: 
I like the way she taught. She made it fun; she would yell. No, I mean she 
wouldn't yell at us but she'd get excited and she would scream, "You have to 
do this." We would act out stuff. When we read, she made us get up and read 
with enthusiasm and we would laugh all the time. I think it was fun. 
This account echoes the all too common problem of high teacher turnover 
rate. Although the teacher's reason for leaving is unknown in this particular case, I 
know that teacher salary was higher in some of the surrounding districts, making it 
difficult to attract and keep teachers. In the past ten years, I have seen a number of 
new and first-year teachers at this particular school. This revolving door no doubt 
affects student learning, an unsettling thought when strong teacher-student 
relationships are the foundation of positive learning environments. 
A frustrating aspect of Ale's elementary years was switching back and forth 
between Spanish and English classrooms; this may have impacted her second 
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language development. 
You know what? They changed me. In kindergarten, I was in bilingual. And 
then in first grade, I was English-only. Second grade? Bilingual. Third grade? 
Bilingual. Fourth grade was English-only. Fifth, bilingual. Sixth, bilingual. 
They moved me back and forth. 
The bilingual program at Ale's school was an early exit program, whereby, students 
who started in kindergarten would be transitioned at the beginning of fourth grade. 
From kindergarten to third grade, Ale should have been building reading and writing 
skills in her native language while also receiving EID instruction. However, her first 
grade teacher, the same teacher described by Juanita above, did not use Spanish, or as 
Ale described, "She would use it but not really. You didn't understand her." The lack 
of consistency in building early literacy skills in her native language may have 
prevented Ale from being more efficient at "transition" time: 
It [transition] was hard. All the kids were reading faster and I was struggling 
because I would be reading in Spanish and then English. It was hard. And 
then, I wasn't even there [with the transition group] for a long time. They took 
me out and put me in English-only too soon. I caught up faster than some 
other students. 
Again, the inefficiency of a well-intentioned bilingual program, as 
demonstrated in Ale's story, can undermine the significance of using the primary 
language as a base for second language acquisition. Furthermore, the fact that this 
was an early exit program also shows that the primary language was not to be 
maintained, at least not by the school. 
Ale tells how she visited a two-year college in sixth grade and another two-
year college during summer school. She pointed out that during these trips, "You get 
to learn about college, but not just from here, [in school]. 'Yeah, I'm going to 
college.' You don't know what college is until the real thing!" This remark calls 
attention to the impact of real life encounters and the power of exposing students to 
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new discoveries. 
When asked whether her parents helped with homework during the 
elementary years, Ale had the following to share: 
Sometimes, not all the time. Every time that they would help me, I'd get good 
grades and when they didn't help me, it was like really harder for me because 
all my cousins have moms who speak English. Since I was in an English class 
my parents couldn't read it and I couldn't translate, so it was hard. I would 
have to go to my aunt's house so she could help me with it. Sometimes she 
wouldn't have time because she had a baby and she couldn't help me. 
Ale recalls that the availability of an after school program helped her 
tremendously. "I would read there and do my homework and it was easy." The 
presence of a consistent after school study time might be extremely helpful for those 
students who are unable to complete their "English homework" at home. This is 
particularly true for this neighborhood where children live within a 100-yard radius of 
the school. 
Since Ale's father, also a participant in the study, was away at work (northern 
California) during most of her elementary years, he did not have much connection 
with her elementary school. However, this is not to say that he was not involved in his 
daughter's life. Ale and her father share a unique father-daughter relationship and this 
will be elaborated on later. He has a well-established philosophical outlook on life 
that guides his entire family under all circumstances. He believes in the following 
words: - Para vivir un poco mas en esta vida y estar consciente, hay que empezar a 
luchar por hacerse entender a Ia gente - [To live a little more in this life and to be 
conscious, you must begin struggling to help yourself understand the people]. 
Despite the challenge of recalling events from their elementary years, the 
participants were able to share instances where they were either recognized for their 
accomplishments or reprimanded for ill behavior. Relationships with peers and 
teachers surfaced as both positive and negative experiences. The acquisition of 
English, central to their educational program, was troublesome for some of the 
participants. 
Junior High School Years: Seventh and Eighth Grades 
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The transition from elementary to junior high school is a significant step in 
the American educational system. The structure of the school changes dramatically 
and students are responsible to more than one teacher. At the start of the school year, 
seventh graders are engrossed with trying to get to a certain location in a specified 
amount of time. Along the way, they must maneuver themselves through crowded 
hallways, learn how to manipulate a locker, and most of all, adapt to an environment 
that can appear both friendly and antagonistic. In addition, the setting can be quite 
impersonal in regards to the teacher-student ratio. The intimate elementary classroom 
is left behind and needless to say, the likelihood of getting "lost" in junior high school 
is quite feasible. 
Brenda 
In junior high school, Brenda became totally immersed in the social world 
outside the classroom where she sought her "real friends." Much time and energy was 
spent on finding one's place among various groups of students; Brenda found the 
eighth grade "tough girls" suitable. She characterized these girls as being "mean" and 
"tough," individuals who could take care of anybody else in a physical sense. 
According to Brenda, disagreements prevented her from forming friendships with 
students in her seventh grade class. 
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In terms of academics, Brenda described her teachers as "mean," "grouchy," 
and "uninteresting." She related the typical teacher's attitude toward students: 
"'Well, if you don't want to do your work, well don't do your work,' and you 
wouldn't want to come to class." Brenda felt that the situation could be improved 
with "interesting teachers." She added: "They [should] talk to me more but at the 
same time teach and be friendly." She highlighted her physical education teacher who 
normally joked around with students, making them laugh and acknowledging them in 
class. 
Although Brenda admits that her actions might not have been the best choices 
at the beginning of junior high, she states that it was a new experience for her: 
I was like barely starting. I didn't think I was going to lose a lot of credits. I 
got an "F" in science because I didn't go. I was lazy. I didn't do anything. I 
just talked to my friends, to the guys, "Hey. You can't ditch." I failed some 
other classes too. At least I passed some with Ds, pure Ds. 
When I made a comment that the school advances students to the next grade without 
caring whether students are learning or not, Brenda commented: "Yeah. I think it's 
kind of better because some people are just too lazy in class. They just sit down and 
talk. They don't do anything, like me." Here she implies that students make the 
decision not to take part in the learning process. 
Unlike the positive recognition Brenda received in elementary school, she 
didn't mention any awards in junior high. Her social life became central and in her 
opinion, she gained recognition for her disposition: "I used to get along with different 
people because I have a big mouth. I talk to everybody. I'm friendly." 
In mentioning the junior high school, Brenda's mother had the following to 
say about the school: 
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Dicen que esta llena de drogas. j,C6mo ve? Es una pena. Me da pena y me da 
susto. Ahora lo que of.. .me dijo una persona que suspendieron a su hermano 
porque habfa violado a una muchachita. Ffjese, que feo, que feo. Unos 
muchachitos como Ia edad [grado 7] de mi Lili. Yo le digo a Lili, hija que 
tengas mucho cuidado y tu no me escondes nada hija. Ven y dfgame a mf lo 
que esta pasando. A nadie le tengo miedo, a nadie ofgame. Tambien las 
muchachitas son bien voladas. Por eso los estudiantes usan uniforme en esa 
escuela. 
[They say it is full of drugs. What do you think? It is an embarrassment. It 
makes me sorry and it scares me. Now, what I've heard ... someone told me 
that they suspended her brother because he violated a young girl. Can Y.OU 
believe it? How awful, how awful. Some young boys, like Lili's age (7th 
grade). I tell Lili, daughter, please be careful and don't hide anything from 
me. Come and tell me what is happening. I'm not afraid of anyone, of no one, 
hear me. The young girls are very "boy crazy." This is why the students wear 
uniforms at that school.] 
Brenda's mother has had little personal communication with the junior high school, 
but a recent ordeal with Lili, her youngest daughter, caused her to meet with the 
principal. Lili had a disagreement with another girl, which resulted in a fight near the 
school. Brenda's mother described her meeting with the principal: 
La senora Gallegos me habl6 bien y tuvimos hablando y me dijo y yo le dije 
lo que no me gustaba. Ella dijo que iba a poner toda de su parte y cuando yo 
tuviera un problema que yo fuera y Ia dijera a ella. Pues, fue una experiencia 
buena para mf. 
[Ms. Gallegos spoke respectfully to me and we talked and she told me and I 
told her what I don't like. She said that she was going to use all her efforts and 
when I had a problem that I should go and tell her. Well, it was a good 
experience for me.] 
The mother's last sentence shows that she came away satisfied with the encounter. 
The principal's demeanor, including the use of the native language and allowing the 
parent to voice her opinion, established a precedence that might extend to situations 
in the future. Encounters such as this begin to form relationships between the home 
and school, which ensure lasting dialogues. 
Joanna 
Joanna recalls participating in a class called Advancement Via Individual 
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Determination (AVID) in her seventh grade year. This program identifies students 
who have shown an academic potential for higher education and places them in a 
course that emphasizes higher education. The idea is to prepare students for college 
by providing them with academic tutoring, real-life experiences, such as visits to 
universities, and supportive measures that maintain students' orientation towards 
higher learning. Joanna explained: 
They signed me up for [AVID] when I was a sixth grader. I think I was doing 
pretty good in some classes but there were some classes that I was failing 
cause they were telling me that I should go to college prep when I go to high 
school. They were telling me that but I was seeing, I was seeing ... 
What was Joanna seeing? She realized that her elementary academic standing had 
given her the opportunity to be a part of the AVID group, but her friends took 
precedence over school: 
Everything changed when I went to junior high. My grades went low. I was 
worrying more about friends not school. My mom really couldn't help me 
because she didn't go to junior high. She stopped in elementary. I didn't have 
older brothers, older sisters that I could go to for help. My cousin was there 
and she was helping me. Well, that was all right, but when she had her own 
stuff, she had to worry about her stuff. She really wasn't always there. My 
grades dropped when I started getting in trouble. I hung around the wrong 
people ever since junior high. I never had an "A" in junior high. My grades 
were really low. I was worried more about friends and I wouldn't want to go 
into class if I knew I had enemies there. I knew class wasn't going to be fun. I 
worried about what they [enemies] were saying.-
Joanna added, "I don't even know how I started hanging around with them [friends] 
but I got into everything that they were doing." She described her friends as such: 
"They weren't worried about grades. They were worried more about their social life." 
Her father advised her to leave these friends, reiterated in Joanna's words: "He used 
to tell me, hang around with the ones that are doing good, that way, they can push you 
up and you can try to catch up to them." Joanna regrets not taking her father's advice, 
"I wish that I would have listened to my dad, telling me that I should hang around 
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with the right ones because I hanged around with the same friends ... seventh, eighth, 
and ninth grade." When I remarked that it would be difficult to change friends, 
Joanna answered: 
Yes, it is, especially the ones I used to hang around with because they live 
around here [in the neighborhood]. I see them everywhere. I talk to them. I get 
along with them more. I see them here, I see them in school. 
The close proximity of students, both at school and in the neighborhood made it 
impossible for Joanna to avoid her friends. Although she understood the situation 
well, she didn't see a solution nor seek advice. According to her, no one reached out 
to help her. 
Being an AVID student, it's strange that Joanna's struggle went unnoticed; 
especially considering how much Joanna enjoyed her class: 
I think that [AVID] was the only class I liked. The students that were there 
were the smart ones. They weren't talking about you. They were all nice. 
They were all into their work and I liked being there too cause you didn't have 
to worry about what they were saying. Everybody was just into his or her 
work. Everybody was having fun in that class, not messing around or 
anything. I liked it. I liked it a lot. 
Joanna's experience of a classroom environment that focused on learning appealed to 
her. However, her account shows that other classes may not have fit this description. 
Instead, Joanna spoke about being truant from other classes and spending time in the 
girls' restroom: 
We didn't really know anyone that drove. We were still young. It was ditching 
in the bathrooms and having fun sitting there. Sometimes we would just sit 
there in the toilets, close the doors, and talk. If we heard a teacher coming, we 
were quiet. It was more boring than going to class but you know, just not 
going to class ... They didn't have anybody to go check on us. That's it! We 
were hanging in the bathrooms. 
Apparently the truancy described by Joanna went unchecked by school personnel. It 
also leads me to question the absentee system. If students are absent from a class, 
what is the procedure? Furthermore, are students asked why they are not attending 
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classes? Are parents informed? 
When asked about her teachers, Joanna reported that she never really had a 
"problem with them." Later in the discussion, she had this to say about her teachers: 
If you go, they [teachers] give you your homework, you do it, they give you a 
grade. That's it. That was their job. They would just take care of their job. 
They didn't care if you came. [Teacher:] "All right, then don't come. It's up to 
you," nothing like, [Teacher:] "Sit down," and talk to you about anything. If 
you showed up, you showed up, if you didn't, you didn't. 
The setting just described tells how there were no expectations for students who were 
finding it difficult to come to class regularly. Apparently some teachers were not 
alarmed when students did not attend their courses. In fact, the setting was actually 
repelling students instead of drawing their attention. 
Joanna told how her mother didn't know she wasn't attending class. Instead, 
Joanna's group of friends "grew even bigger. It was a big group but I think it's, I 
think it's even more difficult to have a big old group than a little one because people 
were fighting even in our own group." This seems to imply that there were a growing 
number of students diverting their energy to activities outside the classroom. How 
could this go unobserved by school personnel? 
Blanca 
Blanca's difficulties with English acquisition and her tendency to avoid public 
speaking activities continued at the junior high school level. In addition, like most 
students, she anticipated the change in structure with great apprehension: 
De primero me puse bien nerviosa y me confundfa mucho porque no sabia 
donde estaban las clases y a veces andaba preguntando [a todos]. Y como yo 
soy nerviosa, los primeros dias me mordia mis ufias y me dolia el est6mago y 
no encontraba las clases. En veces llegaba tarde y todos se me quedaban 
viendo cuando entraba. Me ponia mas nerviosa y pense que yo no iba a 
aguantar esa escuela, no queria estar allf. Y a pas6 tiempo y ya me acostumbre. 
[At first I was very nervous and very confused because I didn't know where 
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the classes were, and at times I was asking (everyone). And because I am 
nervous, the first days I bit my nails and my stomach hurt and I didn't find the 
classes. At times, I arrived late and everyone stared at me when I entered. I 
became more nervous and I said, "I'm not going to endure this school," I 
didn't want to be there. Time passed and I became accustomed.] 
Blanca was also concerned about the difficulty of the course work but discovered that 
the material was not necessarily difficult.- Uno empieza abajo, que viene siendo casi 
como el nivel, y va a subir noma.s - [One begins lower, which is nearly at the 
appropriate level, and then one just progresses upward]. 
Blanca's challenges with learning are a combination of English issues, 
teachers who appear unfriendly, assignments that are seldom met, and refusals to seek 
help due to past negative experiences. Except for physical education, all her courses 
were conducted in her native language, despite the fact that she had been in a 
bilingual program since kindergarten. The use of Spanish might imply that she was 
able to fully understand the classroom activities but she repeats over and over how 
she did not comprehend the material. Despite her difficulties, she managed to find 
some helpful teachers. For example, she had the same teacher for math and science, 
claiming that he was an excellent math teacher but not a good science teacher. 
La persona que tenia mas paciencia que explicaba bien, era Sr. Cabo. A el si le 
entendia bien las matematicas, su manera de hablar, de explicar, no se, 
explicaba mejor. Tenia algo el porque todos entendiamos facil, como que el 
naci6 para ser maestro de matematicas. Matematicas, explicaba bien pero 
ciencias no. Ciencias, yo no entendi. 
[The person who had the most patience, who explained well, was Mr. Cabo. I 
understood him well in mathematics, his way of speaking, of explaining, he 
explained better. He had something because we all understood easily, as if he 
was born to be a teacher of mathematicas. Mathematics, he explained well, 
but not science.] 
Blanca's observation probably reveals the teacher's expertise in math and his 
incompetence in science. In addition, Blanca claims that in science there were no 
hands-on experiments to facilitate learning. I learned from students in the "academic 
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track" that experiments were a routine part of their science program. Blanca's 
desperation in science found her copying her friend's paper during tests. 
Added to the issues surrounding specific teachers and language use is the 
administration's attention to substitutes. Blanca relates her experience with a three-
hour language arts course where she didn't understand her regular teacher and later, 
how a substitute was not helpful. 
Tenfa a Sra. Spiker para tres periodos y no me entendfa. Como ella estaba 
embarazada no pudo estar allf con nosotros. Tuvimos un substitl!to y no sabfa 
nada. Sra. Spiker no le dej6 nada de lo que tenfamos que hacer. El, allf solo 
sin saber que iba a hacer. No hacfamos nada, nada mas en veces lefamos unas 
cosas que nos dejaba en ellibro como de leyendas. Dur6 como Ia mitad del 
afio 0 mas y yo llevaba pelfculas. 
[I had Ms. Spiker for three periods and she didn't understand me. And 
because she was pregnant she couldn't be there with us. We had a substitute 
and he didn't know anything. Ms. Spiker didn't leave him anything that we 
had to do. He was on his own without knowing what he was going to do. We 
didn't do anything, nothing more than read some things that he would give us 
in the book at times, like legends. He remained for half the year or more and I 
took movies (videos) to show.] 
Concerning the language used in the classroom, Blanca told how Ms. Spiker 
used Spanish exclusively, as did the substitute, and that her textbooks were in 
Spanish. She wondered why Ms. Spiker used English with other classes. I thought 
that perhaps Blanca had been placed in a classroom with recent immigrants, and thus, 
the justification for optimal use of the native language. However, Blanca claimed that 
the students were not recent immigrants and that all students spoke English. 
Again, the efficacy of the school officials directing the bilingual program 
comes into question in this situation. Interestingly enough, bilingual programs set up 
for children who come from a higher socioeconomic status are both efficient and 
competent, producing intellectually competent individuals who become bilinguals. 
Yet, children from the lower levels of the socioeconomic ladder are stuck in programs 
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that fall drastically short of their needs, leaving them without the prospects of a bright 
future. We must ask ourselves, why are school officials allowed to direct such 
inefficient programs? Does society give up on medicine when a bad doctor turns up? 
Do we abandon the task of repairing our vehicles when we run into a poor mechanic? 
These are the precise questions we must ask ourselves as educators. An honest 
evaluation of the problem will reveal the answers clearly but we must be willing to 
face the consequences, finding a knowledgeable doctor, identifying a skilled 
mechanic, and organizing a bilingual program that prepares children with an 
education that honors their integrity as intelligent members of society. 
In eighth grade, Blanca recalls two "good teachers." She had one of them for 
history, two periods a day (one hour in English and one hour in Spanish) and the 
other for math help in the after school program. Both learning environments allowed 
Blanca to build relationships that led to confidence in her learning. When asked why 
she thought her language arts teacher was "good," she responded with the following: 
Porque cuando uno tenia una pregunta ella con mucho gusto lo hacfa. No se 
vefa enojada. AI contrario, le daba gusto que le preguntara porque dice para 
eso son los maestros, para ensefiar. A ella si le preguntaba. A ella sf le tenfa 
confianza pero yo iba basta su escritorio. Por eso digo que aprendf mucho 
porque con ella iba a su escritorio. 
[Because when someone had a question, she answered with pleasure. She 
didn't look angry. On the contrary, it gave her pleasure to be asked because 
she says that is the purpose of teachers, to teach. I could ask her (questions). I 
had confidence in her but I went up to her desk. That is why I say that I 
learned a lot because I went up to her desk.] 
The teacher not only answered the students in an amiable tone, she also explained that 
the purpose of teachers is to teach students. Another significant point in Blanca's 
account is that she was able to go to the teacher's desk and ask her questions one-on-
one. 
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Blanca had the following to say about her teacher in the after school program: 
Y con ella, me quedaba despues de escuela para que me explicara y como nos 
dejaban tarea, nos decfa,- Saquen su tarea para explicarles como. ;,De que se 
trata, c6mo tienen que hacer? - Lo sacabamos y luego se pon(a ella en el 
pizarr6n y nos ensefiaba. Me dec1a,- ;,Tienes preguntas?- Pero eramos 
poquitos. Era mi hermana, una amiga y otra amiga y yo. 
[And with her I did stay after school so that she would explain to me and 
because we had homework, she would tell us, "Take out your homework so 
that I can explain how to do it, what is involved, what you must do." We took 
it out and then she placed herself at the chalkboard and explained to us. She 
said to me, "Do you have questions?" But we were only a few (students). It 
was my sister, my friend, another friend, and 1.] 
There are two aspects that facilitated Blanca's comfort level in this account; she had 
confidence in the teacher and she was part of an intimate small group. Under these 
conditions, which are unusual in most school environments, Blanca was able to 
benefit. 
Together, the previous two citations emphasize learning conditions essential 
to Blanca's educational growth. Her interactions with the teachers were positive, 
allowing her to seek help from them. 
In situations where teachers expected her to ask questions out loud, where 
others would be able to hear, Blanca chose not to seek the help. She also did not 
submit her English essays because of the manner in which the papers were returned. 
Normally, the teacher would return graded essays and students were conscious of 
everyone's grades. According to Blanca, not doing her work was better than having to 
face embarrassing moments with poor grades. 
Outside the realm of academics, Blanca had a difficult time socially. She had 
anticipated reuniting with the girlfriends she had left at her first elementary school but 
they chose to ignore her. They laughed at her and she was left to wonder why they 
had changed so much. She decided to remain with her circle of friends but eventually 
this group disappointed her also: 
Siempre me andaban mandando pero yo no lo hacfa porque elias me 
mandaban. Yo lo hacfa para hacer un favor pero no era favor, nada mas me 
mandaban. Y yo, por hacer todo, se burlaban de mf, - Mira ella, se deja de 
todo. Que si le dices algo, ella va de tonta. -
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[They always ordered me around but I didn't do it because they would send 
me. I did it to do a favor but it wasn't a favor, it was nothing more than them 
ordering me around. And because I did everything, they laughed at me, "Look 
at her, she lets herself be used in everyway. If you tell her something, she goes 
along out of stupidity."] 
The "favors" that Blanca refers to had much to do with telling someone what 
someone else had said, in other words "gossip." When Blanca found that 
communication was often repeated, with no loyalty to secrecy, she decided to 
withdraw: 
Ahara yo no le tengo confianza a ninguna persona. Mis problemas, no se los 
cuento a nadie porque se que no son realmente amigas. Mejor me quedo 
callada, yo no digo nada. Si me dicen alga, yo no lo digo. No me gusta estar 
diciendo, no me gusta andar chismiando. 
[Now I don't have confidence in anyone. I don't tell anyone my problems 
because I know they are not real friends. Instead, it's better for me to stay 
quiet, I don't say anything. If they tell me something, I don't repeat it. I don't 
like to be saying, I don't like to be gossiping.] · 
These social situations led to Brenda's pledge before entering 9th grade:- Yo no voy a 
ser la burla de nadie porque todos me tomaban como nada. Me canse. Yo no voy a 
seguir as(- [I'm not going to be anyone's mockery because everyone used me like I 
was nothing. I tired of it. I'm not going to continue as such]. 
Blanca's constant struggles with confidence, both socially and academically, 
consumed much of the energy that could have gone into studying and engaging in 
healthy social relationships. Her natural tendency to protect herself may create a 
barrier that prevents her from risk-taking behaviors, i.e., opportunities that allow the 
discovery of one's strengths and to feel triumphant in them. 
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Blanca's parents did not appear to have any contact with her junior high 
school. Instead, the father spoke in generalities that compared American schooling to 
the education in Mexico. Since he completed the primaria [elementary] and 
secundaria [junior high school/high school] in Mexico, he noted that children in the 
U.S. do not learn as children in Mexico. He gave an example in mathematics: 
Usted puede ver un alumna que venga por ejemplo de Mexico que haya 
terminado Ia primaria alii' y las cuentas se las hace rapido asf. Yaqui hay estos 
nifios que han terminado quinto [grado] y para hacer las cuentas no saben. Y 
alii [Mexico] hay nifios que llegan del tercer afio y cuentan el dinero n1pido. 
i..A que se debe? 
[For example, you can take a student from Mexico who has completed 
"elementary" there, and he will do calculations rapidly. And here, there are 
children who have completed 5th grade and they do not know their 
calculations. In Mexico, there are children from the third grade who arrive and 
they count money rapidly. And what is the reason for this?] 
Blanca's father underscores the authority that is present in Mexican schools. Teachers 
are permitted to physically punish students for not learning their lessons. The father 
didn't openly recommend that American schools should follow these practices but he 
clearly stated that American schools lack authority. 
Juanita 
Juanita's first comment concerning junior high school was the heavy load of 
homework. She told how the AVID program helped her adjust to this change. Juanita 
described the activities in the classroom on Tuesdays and Thursdays: 
Whatever we needed help with, our homework or we didn't understand 
anything, we would just go into the groups [math, English, language, and 
reading], fill out the paper, like the subject and then the question and then the 
tutors would go around and help us. 
Juanita went on to describe the other days in the AVID classroom: "She [teacher] 
would pass out papers that dealt with the importance of your education and planning 
for your future." She added that the AVID teacher helped them with study and 
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organizational skills in order to facilitate their learning. The fact that Juanita was on 
her own with homework items, except for occasional help from her aunt, underscores 
the significance of programs such as AVID. 
It is evident that AVID had an impact on Juanita's educational plans. In 
addition to addressing her immediate academic needs, the course highlighted future 
possibilities. The program gave meaning to her present actions and connected them to 
the larger picture, that of continuing the "college bound track" through high school in 
order to gain entrance to an institution of higher learning. Juanita described the visits 
to college campuses as "opportunities," suggesting that she realized the uniqueness of 
such events. The college tutors served as role models to further motivate and ensure 
that Juanita and others were working toward a viable goal. Furthermore, the 
interaction between the college tutors and young students offered numerous 
possibilities to exchange real life experiences. Finally, the AVID program was 
student centered; students generated questions and they were constantly encouraged 
and supported by adult interactions. 
Given this view of AVID, it is no wonder that Juanita found her AVID teacher 
to be supportive. She compares her with a high school geometry teacher: 
She [AVID teacher] didn't have a bad attitude. It wasn't hard to learn from 
her. She had patience. When she would tell us to do something, she would 
give us time. Another teacher, like in my geometry class [high school], she 
just goes up there and talks and writes everything. She does it fast and we're 
all trying to keep up with her. The [AVID] teacher stays with us. 
A second teacher that stood out in Juanita's memory shared much of the 
AVID teacher's qualities, "She was nice, she explained well, and she would 
encourage us to do well in school." One aspect that pleased Juanita was that her 
teacher shared her own story- how she had originally planned to be a surgeon but 
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that financial constraints caused her to change her aspirations. Real life accounts such 
as this one, allow students to understand the realities that exist in the world beyond. 
They also create an intimacy in teacher-student relationships and caring 
environments, both of which facilitate teaching and learning in the classroom. 
Juanita and three other participants mentioned a junior high teacher who spent 
time talking about items that were not of interest to her students. Juanita remarked, 
"All she talks about is her horses and her kids, how they're so great and stuff." It 
seems that the teacher's accounts were received negatively and interpreted as 
boasting. On the other hand, Juanita did not recall any opportunities for students to 
tell their stories. 
Juanita's mother did not recall attending any events at the junior high school 
and the father seemed to remember one occasion: - Sf, fuimos como una vez a las 
reuniones en la noche. Fuimos con la profesora - [Yes, we went one time to the 
meetings at night. We went to see the teacher]. Juanita's dedication to her studies and 
her ability to use the resources at school demanded little guidance from her parents in 
the form of homework assistance and communication with her teachers. 
Jane 
Like Juanita, Jane also showed some apprehension as she began junior high 
school. She realized the one classroom/one teacher setting was in the past. She recalls 
being excited, as she tried to alleviate her confusion, and question her own 
capabilities: 
It was exciting but not exciting because I was afraid of all the subjects and 
like, am I going to make it or am I going to get good grades or graduate? 
What's it going to be like? How hard is it going to be? 
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Before actually seeing any assignments, Jane was thinking about the academic 
challenges ahead of her. 
In terms of "good teachers," Jane mentioned her science class and described it 
as such: 
I liked that class because we would have a lab everyday and you kept busy, 
your hands working with the material, so it would be fun and I like doing stuff 
with my hands. I just don't like sitting there and listening to them [teachers] 
talk. 
The citation speaks to Jane's style of learning; she enjoys "hands-on" activities and 
feels that she learns more when they are part of the curriculum. This theme of 
learning through hands-on activities is consistent throughout Jane's dialogues. 
Jane highlighted how Mr. Wright, her language arts/social studies teacher, 
asked students for a daily journal entry. The first day the students were asked to 
introduce themselves and to describe their way of thinking. Lessons were based on 
group activities where students earned points and worked towards a goal while having 
fun. The most novel aspect of this classroom was that students were· allowed to 
choose their grades, as related by Jane: 
At the end of the quarter or trimester, he [Mr. Wright] let us pick our grade, 
whatever grade we wanted, as long as we saw that we deserved it and we were 
confident, he let us pick it. And he'd give us that grade! 
Needless to say, this was absolutely amazing for Jane: "We didn't actually think he'd 
do it. He trusted us to be honest with ourselves, with what grade we actually did 
deserve." When asked if she thought this was something special for a teacher to do, 
she exclaimed, "Yeah! That's weird because teachers don't do that." 
Another positive aspect of Mr. Wright's teaching style was his availability: 
"He was really cool. I mean, you could go in there during lunch and just hang out 
there and talk with him. And he'd talk and tell us what he does and it was really 
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cool." 
When asked why she thought students liked Mr. Wright, Jane commented, 
"He'd try to reason and try to guess and he'd joke around also. He'd make, he would 
make the class fun." Again, we see a teacher that shows a sincere interest in his 
students. He allowed them to share their lives through journal writing and 
conversation. He organized cooperative projects that maximized students' 
interactions and made them responsible for their learning. Above all, he spent extra 
time with them, above and beyond classroom hours, engaging in discussions and 
sharing his personal stories. 
The significance of trustful teacher-learner relationships resurfaces in Jane's 
description of her AVID course: 
Not only do they [teachers] help us with our school, there would be students 
from CSUN [California State University Northridge] who would tell us about 
other things, not just school stuff. They'd tell us what goes on until they'd 
become our friends, so we'd be comfortable around them. 
"Comfortable" is a word that Jane used to describe school environments that 
facilitated her learning. In this particular case, reaching a "comfort level" required an 
exchange of information between the tutor and tutee for a certain length of time. This 
idea is in stark contrast to traditional schooling where the teacher and learner are 
expected to immediately assume their roles without familiarizing themselves with 
each other. Under such conditions, and one that might relate to many of our 
classrooms today, the teacher may not need this comfort level, whereas it is a 
necessity for the student before learning commences. Furthermore, the teacher, being 
able to function under these conditions may appear "distant" to the student, causing 
the situation to progress towards a feeling of alienation on the part of the student. 
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Although participants spoke positively about AVID, Jane chose to replace 
AVID with music in her eighth grade year. She wanted to "try something different," 
and took up the flute. Jane feels that her tendency to gravitate towards new 
experiences is motivated by the expression: "You won't know until you try it." She is 
consistent in expressing and acting on this viewpoint in later parts of her dialogue. 
When asked about her involvement with Jane's junior high school years, her 
mother said that she didn't attend meetings. In the past, she looked forward to 
teacher-parent conferences, which informed her about her children's progress. At the 
time I spoke with her, she was in the process of trying to see the principal about her 
eighth grade daughter who was not doing well academically. Since she is a working 
mother I suggested that she insist on a meeting time that was convenient for her. I 
assured her that, as a parent, she had a right to this attention; I also had confidence 
that the principal would honor her request. 
Ale 
A fight shocked Ale on the first day of her junior high school experience; her 
reaction is expressed in the following words: 
How is that [fighting] going to help me? I was like, is this how it's going to 
be? I didn't want to go. I was scared and then my mom told me, "No, nothing 
is going to happen. There are kids that do that, you stay out of it." 
The fight is a paradox for Ale. On the one hand, she arrived at school to learn and, 
instead, observed something that was contrary to her purpose for being there. In her 
dialogues, Ale consistently showed an awareness that critically analyzed her 
surroundings with her raison d'etre. This tendency aided her decision-making in a 
variety of academic and social settings. 
While Ale acknowledged the academic helpfulness of the AVID program, she 
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valued how the program helped students realize what they get in return for going to 
college. "You get good jobs, money, that's why I want to go." Ale's determination 
and motivation for her studies were heightened when she saw the actual campuses 
and realized that these institutions led to gainful employment. 
Ale used Ms. Pefia, her AVID teacher to describe a "good" teacher: "She 
would encourage us. She would tell us like, the right stuff. You need to do this and 
this in order to succeed." In addition to encouragement, Ale describes how Ms. Pefia 
made her expectations known to the students: 
She [Ms. Pefia] would keep us in the class until we would finish our 
paragraphs. We couldn't go out to lunch until we were done. She had to read 
it and we had to rewrite it if it was wrong. I liked that because you would 
learn the right thing, not like the other teachers, "Ok, it's right, you can 
leave." 
Ale is convinced that she would be learning more if all teachers taught this way, 
"Students want to work." She goes on to describe that some students are lazy. "I hate 
those students. They just go to school for nothing." Later she adds, "See, if the 
teacher tells you like, 'I expect this from you.' Ok, the student will do it." Ale's 
evaluation of teacher-student relationships tells how teachers with high expectations 
can benefit all students. 
Another "good" teacher in Ale's past, also mentioned by Jane, cared enough 
to know what the students were thinking. Ale told about Mr. Wright's language 
arts/social studies classroom in an excited manner: 
In every class meeting, he [Mr. Wright] would put us in a circle and we'd 
have like a cup of coffee or whatever and talk about life before and life now. 
With our cappuccino, it was fun! [He would say:] "What do you think? Why 
don't you guys talk to each other and think?" Good teachers make you say 
something instead of just talking and talking. I think it would be nice if they'd 
let a student teach for a day, like make a project out of the student being a 
teacher for the day. 
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Because Ale spoke of becoming a teacher, Mr. Wright allowed her to practice her 
future career on one occasion. As she related this story, her face beamed with pride 
and laughter. 
Ale resonated the ill feelings of other participants concerning Ms. Hatfield, a 
math teacher who continually talked about her family and horses. 
I did my math work in the AVID class. We didn't have time to do it in our 
math class. She [Ms. Hatfield] would always be talking, "Yeah, my sister fell 
off the horse and horse, horse, horse." All the time, she would never shut up. 
Ale added that Ms. Hatfield was still negatively impacting students, as related to her 
by her younger brother who presently has her for math and Ale's cousin who had her 
last school year. Ale made this accusation: ''That's why my brother is struggling in 
math." Apparently, Ms. Hatfield's style has become a legend at the junior high 
school. The question is, how long does it take for an administrator to realize what is 
happening in classrooms? Unfortunately, I didn't inquire as to whether my 
participants considered getting their parents involved in the matter. Involving parents 
in addressing malfunctioning educational programs is a springboard to meaningful 
home-school relations. 
Ale brought up another issue about Ms. Hatfield regarding school uniforms. 
Every morning students began their day in "advisement class," where attendance, 
announcements, and the students' adherence to the dress code were addressed. Ale 
and Brenda found Ms. Hatfield's appraisal much too stringent, demanding that 
students make changes that were not part of the dress code. Even if Ms. Hatfield was 
following school policy, "she was the only teacher" who took such actions. 
Undoubtedly the brunt of this situation should have fallen on the administration and 
its lack of consistency. 
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As I have already stated, Ale's father has a specific philosophical approach to 
life, formulated through his own experiences. Although he had no direct contact with 
the junior high school, his son (7th grader) recently told him that he might not be able 
to avoid a fight. Other boys picked on him and he didn't know what to do. The father 
advised his son to see the principal about the matter. He told his son that if his 
complaint fell on deaf ears, he would go to the school and address officials. He used 
the following expression to impress upon his son that he should avoid fights at all 
costs: - Mientras no muerden a nadie, hay que dejar a los perros que ladren - [As 
long as they don't bite anyone, allow the dogs to bark]. The father felt that if a person 
fights one time, there will always be more fights in the future. - Que tu seas el mejor-
[Allow yourself to be the best]. A recurring aspect in this father's philosophy is that 
every individual should strive to be a "good person in the world." This way, others 
will notice your goodness and desire to do the same. 
The transition from elementary to junior high school was definitely an 
anticipatory event for all participants. They remembered having to adapt to the school 
structure, as well as homework responsibilities. Peer and teacher relationships played 
a more prominent role than during the elementary years. One student, who struggled 
with the acquisition of English, questioned why she was continually placed in 
Spanish-only courses. 
Generative Themes: The High School Years 
Many initial themes surfaced during the course of the two dialogues; however, 
after thorough analysis and much contemplation concerning their interrelatedness, the 






5. Family Issues 
6. Social Life/Identity 
7. Lack of Trust/Confidence 
Despite the merging of initial themes into final generative themes, this should in no 
way imply some sort of finality surrounding each of the generative themes. In fact, it 
seemed artificial to narrow the initial list. Thus, the interconnection that exists 
between the final seven themes cannot be ignored. For example, more than one theme 
contributes to the participants' visions. 
In the following pages, each generative theme will be discussed separately, 
followed by the participants' thoughts that give credence to each theme. In most 
cases, the participants' accounts will show the presence of a generative theme in 
varying degrees. Parental reflections associated with the themes will also be included. 
Vision 
Vision surfaced as a generative theme due to the participant's ability to project 
her immediate and long-term aspirations in the educational or social realm or both. In 
other words: What are my goals as I move through the high school experience and 
what am I working towards after I receive a high school diploma? It was quite evident 
that some students had a definite goal in mind and that they understood what steps 
must be undertaken to reach the targeted goal. Others had a goal in mind but didn't 
seem to actualize the steps, either because they were not informed about how to 
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achieve the goal or that their present behaviors did not coincide with their verbalized 
intentions. 
Ale, Juanita, Jane, and Blanca spoke about their visions to varying degrees 
throughout the dialogues. Ale explained that as a freshman, she thought of attending a 
two-year college and then transferring to a university: "Now I want to go straight to a 
four-year college." Another time she told how her grade in math had to improve: "I 
need to get it up because that's gonna look bad on my transcript." She also spoke 
about attending a state university near her home and renting an apartment with her 
cousin. 
Juanita discussed how she needed to get good grades so that she could enter a 
four-year university after graduating from high school: 
I would rather stay in school than just be working at McDonald's or 
something. I want to become a psychologist because it seems interesting to me 
and I want to help people with their problems. Now I'm trying to get good 
grades so it will look good on my transcripts and I can go to a university. 
[That way,] I can reach my goal. 
Juanita told of looking up psychology courses in a college catalogue and the 
possibility of taking an introductory course at a satellite campus in her senior year. 
She also related how she would listen to older students lalk about their plans for the 
future. This motivated her to think about her own plans for the future. 
In addition to the students' assertions of doing well in their high school 
courses and analyzing their options, family members and extended family contributed 
towards the maintenance of a vision. For example, Juanita remembers her father's 
words: 
He tells me to stay in school because, me dice que esa es la unica herencia 
que me pueden dejar porque sin el estudio es como tener nada [he tells me 
that it's the only inheritance that they can leave me because without study, it's 
like having nothing]. That's the way you succeed in life, going to school, 
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staying in school. 
In Ale's case, her father's words of encouragement stemmed from her parents' 
experiences: 
My dad is always getting on my case to stay in school because, like girls are 
always staying in school, but you don't see them staying home. That's only in 
Mexico. We're here in the United States and we have to work, get a good job, 
go to college "so that you don't end up like your mom," he always tells me 
that. 
I believe that Ale's father is under the impression that all "girls" stay in school in the 
U.S., and he's correct if one compares the number of children who attend school in 
the U.S. to those in Mexico. His reference to his wife brings up the fact that, although 
her family had been networking between Mexico and the U.S. for years, as a young 
girl her education had been forfeited for the sake of an income. 
Besides her parents, Ale has an aunt who, in addition to assisting her through 
the years with her homework, has continually offered her female advice: "Don't listen 
to your boyfriend and if he tries to tell you not to go [to school], you go, forget about 
him. It's really important, guys are all over the place." Ale's aunt married at a young 
age and her husband is only now allowing her to attend college; she would like to be 
a bilingual teacher some day. 
Jane's words, "I'm halfway there," let me know that she has a vision before 
her. She explained that graduating from high school is like a halfway point. ''They 
[parents] helped you half ways, like elementary, junior high, and high school. It's up 
to you to finish college or university. It's your [decision to get] more degrees." 
Although she's aware that good grades are necessary to gain college entrance, I was a 
bit surprised that she referred to a 2.0 average as sufficient since she has aspirations to 
attend college. "I have to have good grades to be eligible to play in band. Because of 
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that, I try hard to keep my 2.0 grade point average or higher." She also spoke about 
going with her older sister (an eventual transfer student) to Utah and studying to be a 
nurse, but if not, she would remain in the area and become a police officer. To this I 
asked, "So you'd only do the police officer if you stay here?" Jane replied, "Oh no, if 
I go to Utah, I'll go to the university and I'll study for the nurse. And, either over 
there or here, I want to study to be a police officer." 
She later told me that her career as a nurse would only take two-years of 
training at a community college. She also had this to say: "I like studying the human 
body more than science." Jane's plans were somewhat difficult to understand. This 
shows that sometimes students do not have enough resources to clarify the 
possibilities and connections between present actions and projected outcomes. 
Like the other parents, Jane's mother had similar words of support; Jane 
recounted them as such: "It's for your own good, to have an education. That's the 
only thing that's gonna get you through life, it's education." 
Although the importance of an education is part of Blanca's vision, she 
projects her vision beyond that of a single student. She described it in these words: 
Quiero ser alguien en el futuro. Es lo que yo pienso y yo digo, si yo quiero ser 
alguien no tengo que hacer nada malo porque hay unas que no les interesa los 
estudios y yo digo que algun dla se van arrepentir y yo no quiero ser una 
persona que me quiera arrepentir algun dla. Mejor vale Ia pena estar allf en Ia 
escuela aprendiendo. Hay muchos que no les interesa y hacen cosas que no 
deben de hacer y ya salen las muchachas embarazadas y ya es muy diffcil 
cuando uno esta emabarazada y tenga su niiio. Va a estar trabajando para 
mantenerlo porque sus padres no creo que vayan a ayudarles. Por eso ellos 
tenfan que pensar antes de hacerlo. Yo no pienso hacer nada de eso. Yo pienso 
casarme pero cuando recibo mi carrera. Tengo que darles un buen ejemplo a 
mis hijos, decides, se puede porque lo hice yo, porque pude. Yo me pongo a 
pensar, como ya tengo un novio y yo me doy a respetar, me dice mi novio que 
si puedo salir, el sabe lo que a mf me gusta,lo que esta bien. Y si me falta 
respeto, yo no pienso salir con el porque ya se lo he dicho. Y el esta de 
acuerdo conmigo, el piensa lo mismo que yo. Le digo, no se, tengo que pedirle 
permiso a mis padres porque muchachas que salen sin permiso o se salen de 
noche, eso es falta de respeto. 
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[I want to be someone in the future. That's what I think and I say if I want to 
be someone, I don't need to be doing bad things because there are some (girls) 
who are not interested in studies and I say that some day they will regret it and 
I don't want to be a person that will regret someday. It's worthwhile to be 
there in school learning. There are many who are not interested and they do 
things they shouldn't do and they go out, and the girls get pregnant and it's 
too difficult when one is pregnant and has her child. She will be working to 
support the child because her parents, I don't think they will help them. That 
is why they should have thought before they did it. I am not thinking to do 
anything like that. I think of getting married but once I have my career. I have 
to set a good example for my children, tell them, it can be done because I was 
able to do it. I stop to think, I already have a boyfriend and I demand respect. 
My boyfriend asks me if I can go out, he knows what I like, what is right. And 
if he doesn't respect me I will not go out with him because I already told him. 
And he agrees with me, he thinks the same way that I do. I tell him that I don't 
know, that I have to ask my parents for permission because girls who go out 
without asking permission or they sneak out at night, that is a lack of respect.] 
Although Blanca believes that studying can lead to a prosperous future, her 
difficulties in completing course work undermine her ability to maintain good 
academic standing. Her inexperience with the time that it takes to complete 
homework assignments was revealed by her: - Una vez dure desde como las seis de la 
tarde haciendo mi tarea hasta como las dos de la madrugada, crees, haciendo mi 
trabajo. Y dije todo porno hacerlo a tiempo [One time it took me from six in the 
evening to two in the morning to do my homework, can you believe it? I told myself, 
all because I didn't do it with time]. When she arrived ~o submit her work next day 
she found that she had forgotten to do a part and so she quickly copied it from her 
friend. 
Blanca told about a time when a teacher asked her if she wanted to go to 
college. Although Blanca told her "yes," she felt differently afterwards: -A veces me 
voy y ya me dejo veneer, me dejo vencida porque digo no, yo no lo puedo hacer [At 
times, I leave (school), and all at once, I allow myself to be defeated, I'm left defeated 
because ... ! say no, I can't do it.] At home, Blanca doesn't feel she has the time to 
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study due to her household chores: 
En mi casa me gustaria estudiar pero no se puede porque llego de Ia escuela, 
tengo que comer, tengo que recoger, llega mi mama y tengo que ayudarle a 
hacer de comer. Le damos de cenar a mi familia, cenamos, recogemos, 
dejamos alH y ya casi es como Ia noche, ya no me da ganas de hacer tarea. 
[I would like to study at home but it's not possible because I get home from 
school, I must eat, I must clean house, my mother arrives and I must help her 
make food. We make dinner for my family, we eat, we clean up, we get done 
and it is practically night, and I don't feel like doing my homework.] 
Blanca devises strategies in order to complete her homework: 
Puedo hacer primero el dif{cil porque ya el diffcil si lo termino ya nomas hago 
Io facil pero me pongo a pensar y me pongo tiempo y tiempo, entonces estoy 
perdiendo tiempo y de todos modos no entiendo. Mejor hago Io facil y luego 
hago el diffcil. 
[I can do the difficult homework first because if I complete the difficult one, 
all I have to do is the easy part, but I begin thinking and I spend time and 
more time, and so then, I'm losing time and anyhow I don't understand. It's 
better that I do the easy one first and then the difficult one.] 
Blanca admitted that the real problem is that she doesn't understand the homework: 
- Uno tiene que entender antes y eso es lo que es diflcil - [One must understand 
beforehand and that is what is difficult]. 
Unfortunately, Blanca receives conflicting encouragement from her mother 
and father. She reiterates her mother's words as such: -Blanca tu ya no, tu mejor ya 
te tienes que salir de la escuela porque no, ni siquiera haces nada - [Blanca, no more, 
it's better that you leave school because no, you're not even doing anything]. Her 
father, on the other hand, shared some different words with Blanca: - Yo ten go fe que 
tu vas a hacer algo - [I have faith that you will do something]. Despite the fact that 
Blanca held an honorable vision of her future, it was not evident that her vision was 
transpiring. 
Even though Brenda and Joanna harbored a vision that did not necessarily 
include education beyond the high school level, it would be unfair to state they had no 
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post-high school thoughts. When asked, "Do you see it [high school diploma] as 
important?" Brenda responded with: 
Well yes I do, because without that diploma I'm not going to get a good job to 
afford that $40,000 Expedition [vehicle]. I want something better than what 
my family can afford. I have to work hard and get that diploma. I gotta make 
something out of myself. Then I get married to someone who does good in 
work, good in life, and I can just sit there. 
In discussing the importance of an education in her life, Joanna had these words to 
share: 
I think education is something that I do want to get but I don't know ... for me? 
I'm not really trying to go to a four-year college and do everything. I'm trying 
to get a small career, two-year, one-year, something. I was planning to be a 
pre-school teacher but I don't know. I like going to my mom's work [beauty 
salon]. 
For various reasons, school has not been an attractive investment for either of 
these students. Brenda focused much on the social aspects of the school environment: 
"Like when I go to school, I just go to see people. I can't live without people. My life 
is not interesting. When people don't call, I get so frustrated." Joanna knew what she 
had to do in terms of improving her school work but she was unable to follow her 
own advice: "I should really figure in my head that I need to do well, and not be 
falling back. I mean, I say it, but I don't do it." Brenda ~nd Joanna's elaboration on 
why school is not more central in their lives appears under subsequent generative 
themes. 
Resiliency 
Another generative theme that arose during the dialogues was that of 
resiliency. Some participants chose to act or think in certain ways so as not to detour 
from their educational agendas and/or risk any part of their personal integrity. These 
examples of resiliency were often immersed in the status quo environment of the 
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college prep classroom, which did not openly threaten the students' existence. 
Students strove to "make it" in the traditional sense, which means that they were 
conforming to the established protocol while maintaining their own cultural and 
linguistic identities. Adhering to such an agenda meant that they were considered 
"successful" students. 
By the mere fact that Juanita, Ale, and Jane were enrolled in college prep 
courses validates a level of resiliency. Many times these classroom environments did 
not mirror their cultural and linguistic norms. They also witnessed a discrepancy in 
the teachers' behavior towards certain students. When asked to describe the feeling of 
being one of the few Mexicans in the classroom, Ale responded with: 
It's weird because all these white people, all sophisticated and talking in long 
words. I know what they mean but I just don't raise my hand because all the 
white people say: "I know, I know." I just stay quiet. We Mexicans are shy I 
guess. 
Juanita noticed how her physiology teacher gave more attention to students 
who normally get "As" and "Bs," encouraging the B students to raise their grade to an 
A. She never saw the teacher holding this type of discussion with students who were 
receiving "Cs" and "Ds." Juanita claimed that A and B students were considered 
smart and serious, whereas, C and D students were not making the necessary effort. 
Ale agreed with Juanita: 
They don't go after the students that have Cs or Ds because they think that 
they're just doing whatever. And people who have Bs? Ok, they want to learn, 
erase it [the lower grade], give extra credit to them. Like me, I have a C in 
there because I didn't do one assignment. It's almost a B. 
Students under these conditions could very well decide to give up at one point. What 
is notable here is how Juanita and Ale empathized with their classmates, revealing 
their critical consciousness of the stakes at hand while remaining focused and 
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optimistic about their own agendas. Ale had the following to add about the school 
environment in general: 
Teachers just go after the good students, that's all, honor classes. How is that 
going to encourage us? Honors ... money ... D. L. just graduated. Her parents 
donated a lot of money. She was always in the [local] newspaper, "Miss L., 
Miss. L." 
Both Ale and Juanita were prideful of the fact that they are bilinguaJ!bicultural 
individuals. They both mentioned the talk show "Cristina" that had recently covered 
language attitudes among youths. Both students were upset with youths who didn't 
feel it was important for them to speak their native languages. Ale stated: 
I was watching Cristina the other day and the show was about kids that don't 
want to speak Spanish because they like English so much that they don't need 
Spanish. Their parents know English. "Why talk Spanish? We came from 
Mexico. We like Mexico but we will not speak Spanish." They got me mad. I 
speak Spanish, why not? I speak Spanglish with my friends and I'm taking it 
[Spanish] in school. 
Juanita concurred: 
I was watching the show, Cristina, and I think they were right, what they were 
saying. They were saying that it's like an embarrassment, you come from 
parents who are Mexicans and then you don't know Spanish and your culture. 
I think it's not right. I think that parents should keep teaching Spanish and not 
solely English just because they are here, like if its Tagalog or whatever. All 
you're hearing, talking, [is] English and you don't know Tagalog? I don't 
think that's right. I think you should know your culture. 
Even though Juanita and Ale had difficulties expressing their feelings verbally, they 
were passionate about their opinion of preserving language and culture; this helped to 
validate their sense of autonomy. Closer to home, Ale told about a friend who is 
labeled ''whitewashed" because she doesn't readily speak Spanish: 
Even with us, she won't speak Spanish. When she speaks it, she doesn't 
know. She tries to talk but she can't get it right. When we make fun of her, she 
gets mad, "I'm Mexican!" Yeah, but you don't know how to speak it 
correctly. Take a Spanish class so you can learn it, but, ''No, I'll stick with my 
French." 
Both Juanita and Ale showed resiliency in other ways. For instance, Juanita's 
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two experiences with truancy led her to rationalize that "ditching" (truancy) was not 
for her. She gave the following reasons for not continuing to ditch: "I would have to 
make up the work if I would [ditch]. My grade would go down. I'm taking a risk 
because if the security finds you, I think you get detention." On the same note, she 
decided to end a friendship that did not accommodate her academic aspirations. 
Juanita's self confidence also allowed her to take on new challenges: 
I wanted to take a language I didn't know and I heard people saying, "Why do 
you want to take French? I heard it's really hard." I don't care if it's hard. I'm 
going to try. I want to learn French. So I took it and it's interesting, it's not 
hard. 
Juanita proudly spoke of having gone to Canada, a country that has two national 
languages (French/English), and how she was able to understand signs and part of 
what people were saying. She exclaimed, "I want to go to France someday!" Despite 
the fact that Juanita doesn't like it when her French teacher lacks patience and raises 
her voice, Juanita persists because learning the language is important to her. 
Juanita also told how she is presently overcoming her fears with public 
speaking, an activity she is responsible for in many of her courses. "I told myself, 
'I'm going to calm down. It's going to be all right.' And I saw a change. I can't 
believe that I did it without being so nervous." She also appreciated a teacher who 
shared his fears about public speaking: "I can't lie to you guys. Everyday I come, I'm 
nervous. Hey, I have to deal with it." Juanita assumed that teachers do not have such 
phobias. 
As already mentioned, Ale holds her language and culture in high esteem, 
which prompted her to take Spanish for Native Speakers. However, she reported not 
doing well in the class but understands her circumstances in the following words: 
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I think it's her [the teacher's] grading. Half of the class is failing. It's because 
she doesn't tell us when we're having the quiz or having a test. She doesn't 
tell us what to study. She tells us we're going to have a vocabulary test but 
what words? How are we supposed to know if we don't see the words? I think 
[the problem] is the teacher. 
Ale rationalized that the problem resided with the teacher for three obvious reasons: 
(a) Ale showed great effort resulting in no grade improvement, (b) many students 
were having the same difficulties, and (c) the grading system made no sense. 
In addition to school, Ale's resiliency extended to her home life where she 
was expected to do many of the household chores and care for her two-year old sister. 
These responsibilities prevented her from becoming involved in school activities. At 
the same time, she acknowledged the important role she played as the eldest child. 
Her mother and father depended on her contribution in a household where father 
worked days and mother worked nights. This family network is successful due to 
each member's dedication and respect for each other. Ale's father tells her about the 
"school" that exists in the home: - La escuela tambien esta aquf en Ia casa, le digo. 
Vas a aprender cosas que van a servirte en la vida- [School is here at home too, I tell 
her. You are going to learn things that are going to serve you in life]. 
Jane showed resiliency in her attitude towards life and the challenges she 
chose to take-on. She believed deeply in these words: "In life nothing is easy to get. 
You have to really work hard for it." For Jane, "it" meant anything and everything but 
as she noted, "You won't know until you try it." These concepts combined with her 
zeal for discovering new things and perceiving repetitiveness as a tum off, caused 
Jane to look for variety in her educational program. For example, after taking French 
for two years, she decided to drop the class in her fifth semester in order to try out for 
the water polo team. During the time that the dialogues were conducted, Jane did not 
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make the water polo team. She remarked, "I'm a slow swimmer. I admit it." Then she 
immediately turned her energy to track, "I'm going to try out for track. I'm not even 
going to give up." She also paid little attention to students who challenged her degree 
of "Mexicanness": 
They always tell me, "Well, you're a real Mexican, and one who eats chili." I 
don't eat chili. They're always capping [making fun] on me for that, just 
because I don't eat chili doesn't mean I'm not ... I come from a Mexican 
family. 
At the same time, Jane's mother had this to say about her daughters,- Ellas no 
son mexicanas y no nacieron en Mexico - [They are not Mexicans and they were not 
born in Mexico]. This dichotomy, between mother and daughter, could have been 
causing Jane some identity concerns, but so far, she was holding her own as a person 
"from a Mexican family." 
Jane's attitude towards her parents' lengthy separation and impending divorce 
also connotes a sense of resiliency in the form of detachment. The ordeal began in her 
elementary years and weaved in and out of our dialogues: 
My parents [have not been] together since elementary. That's one of the 
reasons why my mom and I would never talk or anything because of the 
problems between my parents. She's worried about that. !just like, stay in my 
own business. I'm one of those persons who .. . I hide my feelings from my 
mom. I really didn't have a relationship with her. She watches and takes care 
of us, but she was always more focused on trying to save her marriage and 
save the family so we could still be together. This is not really one of those 
mother/daughter types. That's why I'm not so close. And my sister? We hug 
each other whenever there is a fight in the house or something. I wouldn't talk 
to my mom. I would isolate myself and the only person I would talk to was my 
sister, and sometimes, not even her. !just stayed quiet and school was like my 
way out of home. 
Given the circumstances of Jane's home life, it's incredible that she is able to 
navigate through college prep courses, challenge herself to new activities, and think 
about future plans. 
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Resistance 
Just as resiliency was appropriate for the college prep students to survive and 
succeed in formal education, so was resistance appropriate for the students who were 
- not cooperating with, not adapting to, and not conforming to - the status quo 
thereby, appearing "unsuccessful," yet successful in their eyes. The sad part of this 
truth is that only the college prep students stand a better chance of walking away with 
something that might get them into a higher institution of learning and/or prove that 
they've completed high school. The others, on the other hand, might be left with a 
"lesser than," proposition and the possible guarantee of a minimal wage earner. 
For Joanna and Brenda, formal schooling had little to offer them at this time. 
Their encounters with uncaring teachers and attractive peer propositions found them 
rejecting the schooling process. Over and over they told of chaotic classroom 
conditions and reiterated words from educators' mouths that perhaps told more about 
the adults and the system, rather than the students. 
Brenda described how things changed with her teacher towards the end of the 
school year. As we read her account of a standard class, let's keep in mind that 
"recognition" was important to Brenda. 
In the beginning he [teacher] would pay attention to me because he knew I 
was smart and everything. I did understand it, but after a while he was like 
boring to me cause it was like the same routine everyday so I didn't pay 
attention. All I did was sit there because I didn't understand it. I stopped doing 
my work and I started talking to people and he used to get mad. "Go back to 
your seat." And then we [Joanna and I] didn't go for three days: 
Teacher: Have I asked you why you haven't come to class? No, I don't care 
anymore. If you guys want to come to class, then come to class. If you guys 
don't, well then don't come at all. 
Brenda: Ok, you already told us. 
And then he [teacher] let this guy out of class for 10 minutes. The guy would 
just show up and he would sign him in like he was there. I then told him: 
Brenda: How come he [student] goes out and we can't go out and I'm not 
even passing the class so why can't I go out? 
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Teacher: Until after I have a conference with your mom, then you can go out. 
Until then, you have to stay here. 
Brenda: Why am I going to stay here and make your life miserable and make 
my life miserable? I might as well leave. 
Teacher: No, you just stay there and sit down. 
Brenda: Ok. 
According to Brenda, having a status of "not passing the class" was reason 
enough to be let out of the classroom, as though she expected the teacher not to care 
about her. It also implies that she had no hope of improving her standing or receiving 
support from the teacher. 
I asked Brenda if the teacher arranged the conference with her mother and she 
said: "No. He called Joanna's house. I guess he thought [by] calling Joanna's house it 
would work for me, like be quiet already, like settle down." I then asked her if it was 
difficult to speak to a teacher as she had done. She replied: "It all depends on the 
teachers, the way they are with you and the way you see them act with other kids 
too." Brenda was looking out for other students, much like Juanita and Ale did in 
their class. 
Contrary to Brenda's exchange with her teacher above, her mother told how 
approximately one year ago Brenda attempted to help her teacher improve the 
learning environment. Brenda's words are reiterated in her mother's account: 
Parece que Brenda es diferente a Maria, a Sandra [sus hermanas mayores]. Sf 
Ia querfan mucho los maestros porque ella callaba a los muchachos. A veces 
me platicaba y le decfa, Brenda no seas malcriada. - Pero mama, me 
enfadaron [refiriendo a los estudiantes]. Estaban gritando, hablando y 
hablando y el maestro no les deda nada. Yo les dije, "Shut up" y todos se 
callaron. Estamos en clase. No estamos aqu( para hablar. -
[It seems as though Brenda is different from Maria and Sandra (her other 
sisters). The teachers liked her because she would keep the students quiet. At 
times, she would explain to me and I would tell her, Brenda, don't be ill-bred. 
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"But mother, they (students) annoyed me. They were yelling, talking and 
talking, and the teacher didn't tell them anything. I told them to shut up and 
they were quiet. We are in the classroom. We are not here to talk."] 
This account relates the sentiments that some students may have concerning their 
learning environments. Obviously, Brenda was not in agreement with what was going 
on in her classroom. On the other hand, the dialogue with her teacher above entails 
that she may have had a change of attitude, realizing that she could not make any 
changes and thus, succumbed to a hopeless situation. This in turn may have "turned 
her off," causing her to "just sit there," as she does in classes now. 
Unlike Brenda, Joanna has taken college prep and standard courses and she 
thinks "there's a lot of difference between a teacher that's standard and a teacher 
that's college prep." She contrasted the actions of the teacher in each classroom: 
[In the college prep class], the teacher didn't have to worry about sitting you 
down. He would go straight to teaching you. He would take you step-by-step. 
He was strict but I guess it was for our own good. College prep teachers were 
always on my back. "You can't move on until you finish this" or "I'm sorry 
but everyone else is moving on." It made me feel bad so there I go finishing 
all my papers and turning them all in. He would tell you, "Oh you guys are 
college prep students." He was always making us feel high, making us feel 
good that we were in that class, that it was our privilege to be in that class. So 
we would do everything. 
In addition to exemplifying the teacher's high expectations, Joanna's account tells 
how she also completed her work in such an environment. This phenomenon 
contrasts sharply with the students and teacher in the standard classroom: 
He'll just give you the paper. If you want to do it, you do it. If not, well then 
don't. He won't even look at you if you don't want to do it. Seventy percent of 
the students are failing that class and they're not doing anything. He'll just 
teach the other people that want to do it. Everybody is yelling, disrespecting 
the teacher. The teacher might even yell things back at you. Everybody is 
screaming, getting up from their seats, throwing the papers away, ripping 
them, throwing stuff, making fun of the teacher behind his back, doing all 
kinds of stuff. They don't even look like a class. 
Joanna explained how the class normally starts out with 30 students but 
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afterwards, "only the people who are passing the class go." In spite of the teachers' 
behavior, Joanna doesn't believe it's solely the teachers' fault. "It's our fault too for 
not going and they're still expecting us to pass." Joanna acts in a resistant manner by 
not attending class but she is able to analyze the situation from differing perspectives. 
Apparently, Brenda and Joanna shared their classroom experiences with their 
mothers, who seemed to empathize with their daughters. Concerning the classroom 
environment, Brenda's mother had this to share: 
A Brenda Ia traigo cortito, cortito. Mire, yo no los pongo que me ayudan aqul. 
- Brenda, levantate, arreglate y a escuela. - No quiero saber que ella falta. - No 
quiero que seas malcriada con tus maestros. Quiero que entiendas, cuando tu 
no sepas una cosa, dile a los maestros - Mama - dice, - Muchos maestros no 
quieren explicarle a uno, - Ahora, ;,por que los maestros dejan a los nifios que 
esten hablando y hablando en la clase? Tiene que ver una ley que se tienen 
que callar. Escuchar al maestro. Ustedes tienen que respetar, yo les digo a 
ellos. Nomas que no he tenido tiempo de irme y entrar a cada clase, 
explicarles cual es el respeto para un maestro y tambien que el maestro 
entienda cual es el respeto para un estudiante. 
[I am very strict with Brenda, very strict. You see, I don't require that they 
(my children) help me here. "Brenda, get up, get ready and go to school." I 
don't want to know that she is absent. "I don't want you to be disrespectful 
with your teachers. I want you to understand. When you don't know 
something, tell your teachers." "Mom," she says, "Many teachers do not want 
to explain [the lesson] to me [us]." Now, why do the teachers allow the 
students to talk and talk in class? There has to be a rule that says they must be 
quiet. Listen to the teacher. You must respect, I tell them (children). It's just 
that I haven't had time to go and enter each class, to explain what respect is 
for a teacher and also, for the teacher to understand what respect is for the 
student.] 
Joanna's mother added: 
No ir [a Ia escuela] es mas facil que estar estudiando. Se enfadan. [Los 
maestros] deben de motivar los estudiantes. Nosotros podemos hacer lo que 
queramos y si ellos [esudiantes] no quieren alla, no los andamos cuidando. 
[Not going (to school) is much easier than studying. The students become 
annoyed. The teachers should motivate them. We [parents] can do what we 
can, and if they (students) don't want to [listen] over there [in school], we 
cannot be taking care of them.] 
The positive aspect of these accounts is that the students are sharing their 
experiences in the home. I know that Joanna's mother has gone to the extremes to 
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keep her daughter in school. Joanna described how her mother carries the school's 
phone numbers with her so that she can check up on her daughter. Even though she 
works full-time, she has a vehicle at her dispense and often drives Joanna to and from 
school. Brenda's mother, on the other hand, is a stay-at-home mom; she does not 
drive and she has no transportation available to her. However, one must take her 
seriously when she says that she would go into classrooms and explain the meaning 
of "respect." 
Awareness 
The ability to analyze, evaluate, and draw conclusions from a situation was a 
natural and constant phenomenon to varying degrees for each of the participants. 
Their analyses often included observing a dilemma from different perspectives, 
including that of their parents. This aptitude made them aware of numerous situations 
and at times, their resulting conclusions considered the well-being of everyone 
involved. 
Ale is a student who holds great responsibility in the home. Although she 
knows that caring for her toddler sister is impacting her homework time and 
preventing her from participating in extracurricular activities, she understands that her 
parents need her help. "I feel like I'm a mother because I can't even go out, my sister 
is there. I worked on my project at night and she was asleep, which was like around 
10 p.m." Despite this situation, Ale is able to see that the matter is temporary: "She 
[my sister] is getting better cause she plays by herself now." At the time of this study, 
Ale had to constantly balance her responsibilities at school and in the home, not an 
easy undertaking for a college prep student. 
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In her classes, Ale noticed how "there's not enough space and college prep 
students [a majority ofthem ofMexican descent] get stuck with standard classes." 
She feels that this is wrong. "College prep students, who are not taking their 
opportunities seriously, should have to switch with the people who want to learn." 
This judgment, on Ale's part, shows how much she empathizes with her fellow 
students who are facing an injustice. Juanita shared the same sentiments with Ale. 
Another time when Ale had to quickly evaluate her situation was when a girl 
picked on her at school: "I was walking into my class and all of a sudden she just 
pulls my backpack and I ignored her. And then she wanted to hit me. She was 
provoking me." At that instant, Ale's thoughts flashed to her father's opinion of 
fighting: "He told me that ifl ever box in school or get in a fight, he's going to drop 
me out [of school] and I'm going to start working." Ale's father had already 
explained this fact to his children and it guided Ale's decision on the spur of the 
moment. 
Unlike Ale, Juanita did not have family obligations. Being the only child in 
the home put her at an advantage in terms of not having to balance home and school 
responsibilities. Nevertheless, she was extremely aware and thoughtful about 
conditions around her. Even though she feels strongly about native language and 
cultural maintenance, she recognizes unique circumstances. For example, she related 
the following story: "This girl in my English class, she's like morenita [dark-
skinned]. People ask her, 'Are you Mexican?' because she doesn't speak Spanish, she 
knows English only. She tells them, 'Yes, my parents are Mexican but I don't know 
Spanish."' Juanita realized that the students were stereotyping the girl due to her 
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appearance. She appreciated the girl's honest response. 
Juanita went on to imagine why the girl did not speak Spanish: "Maybe [her] 
parents were born over there [Mexico] but they were probably young when they came 
over here. They just adapted to English and maybe they continued with the English. 
That's why she doesn't know Spanish." 
The preceding story led Juanita to think about a time when she stereotyped a 
quiet girl in her science class. The girl had just arrived from Mexico and Juanita 
automatically thought she didn't speak English: "When the teacher asked her 
[questions], I didn't think she would be able to answer, but she answered. She's 
smart!" 
Juanita's tendency to be shy led her to understand how quiet students are 
viewed in the school environment: 
They [students in general] think they [the quiet students] are 'Smart and that 
they get good grades. Sometimes, when others want to copy, when they don't 
want to do their work, they take advantage and ask them [the quiet students] 
for their work. 
When Juanita was a child, her parents interpreted her quiet nature as a disadvantage, 
one that prevented her from defending herself. Her father explained: 
Juanita, si le decian algo, no contestaba. Y ella, como Ia dijera, muy humilde, 
como no ganaba, aunque la regafiaramos, le dijeran lo que sea y no respondia 
nada. Se daba culpable casi por todo. Aunque no fuera, ella asi era. Y uno 
hasta coraje con ella porque si te estan atacando, te estan ofendiendo, 
defiendete. No, ella mejor callada. 
[Juanita, if you told her something, she wouldn't answer. She was, how should 
I say, very humble. We couldn't win, even if we scolded her, they told her 
whatever and she wouldn't answer. She took fault for everything. Even if it 
wasn't her fault, she was like that. We would even get angry with her because 
if someone is attacking you, they are offending you, defend yourself. No, she 
would rather remain quiet.] 
What was thought to be a disadvantage by her parents has turned out to aide Juanita 
in many ways. She related a number of topics that she learned due to her tendency to 
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listen to others. Sometimes she was the direct listener of such exchanges, other times 
she was overhearing conversations. She claims that just being around older students 
and listening to their future plans caused her to consider her possibilities. 
A particular phenomenon that brought on varying levels of awareness in all 
participants was the issue of segregated pockets of students around campus, in 
particular those students who are recent arrivals from Mexico. While Brenda and 
Jane's attitudes were somewhat critical of this group, the other four participants in the 
study showed empathy for the Mexican students. While no language barrier exists 
between the immigrants and the participants, there was little contact between them, 
especially in the school environment. Ale explained that behavior, dress, and 
personality traits defined each group on campus. Special to the Mexican immigrants 
is their educational program, as explained by Brenda: "[The Mexican immigrants] 
have their own classes. The Mexicans only speak Spanish. They [school officials] like 
separated them." When asked what she thought about this separation Brenda 
responded with: 
It's good for them because they're going to learn something but they don't 
talk to a lot of people. They think they're better than anybody else. They'll be 
looking at us, what? And then the way they dress, they think they look all 
good, which they don't. They could look nice but "match your clothes." We 
match more than you guys. 
Brenda's opinion of the students is purely physical and observational; she said that 
she had never spoken with the immigrants. 
Jane, on the other hand, attributed the distinctions between immigrants and 
her own group as "different thinkings," implying that this created a barrier between 
the two groups. She spoke about meeting a girl at a quinceaflera [debutante]: "I tried 
to ... well, you know, she has different thinking and I have different thinking, let's try 
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to combine it and make something out of it." Jane found out that the girl wanted to 
work after high school, whereas, Jane wants to go to college. 
Joanna, Ale, and Juanita did not think of the Mexican immigrants in a critical 
sense; they showed much empathy for them in terms of language learning, 
educational programs, and discriminatory remarks. In the following account, Joanna 
showed insight by revealing the inequality in the immigrants' academic program: 
Well, they don't give them exactly the same classes that we get. They're 
taking more of their periods for English classes. As soon as they finish 
learning English, then they go to our classes. I think they're wasting more of 
their time. I think the school [is] taking them and glorifying their periods just 
to learn English. I feel like people that come from Mexico, they come and 
they do a lot. They work in school and then they want a job also. 
Not only does Joanna empathize with the immigrants' present situation, she goes on 
to contrast life in Mexico as compared to the U.S. When asked why she thought 
immigrants "do a lot," she explained: "Seeing how they live in Mexico, and then 
coming over here, seeing how they live over here. I think it's much harder in 
Mexico." Joanna visits Mexico with her family every year; this provides her with a 
window to Mexican life. 
Ale's relationship with Mexican immigrants is unique from the others since 
she is able to interact with them in her Spanish for Native Speakers course. In fact, 
she talks about not being able to understand the Spanish reading as well as the 
immigrants. During class discussions she is sometimes not understood by them and 
visa versa. She talked about helping her classmates with English. She notices how 
they are slighted outside the classroom: 
Like people pass and they say, "Shut up" [to the immigrants]. They're not 
going to understand. They don't know English. They tell them a bunch of 
negative things and I'm like, "Shut up" [in response to them]. I'm a wetback 
[illegal immigrant]. I tell them that. 
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It's as though Ale would like to stand in solidarity with the immigrants due to their 
common birthplace. At the same time, she notes how they have also learned the rules 
on campus. For instance, she has an immigrant friend that would like to spend time 
with her but his group prevents this, telling him that Ale is "whitewashed," despite 
the friendship that they've been able to create in class. 
Juanita feels that immigrants have an especially difficult time in adjusting to 
American life. "People that come from Mexico, they don't know English. It's hard for 
them to adapt because of the English and it's harder for them to learn." Although 
Juanita doesn't know any students who are enrolled as English language learners, she 
notices how others treat the immigrants on campus: "Well, I hear people being racist, 
people who just know English. If they hear people who just speak Spanish and 
they're just hanging around together, they [English speakers] call them cheddars. 
'They are ugly, they're cheddars."' Juanita went on to tell that the name callers are 
often native-born students of Mexican-origin, such as herself. Incidentally, a cheddar 
is someone who listens to "banda music," and dresses like a "Mexican." 
Blanca's immediate thoughts concerning immigrant students centered on the 
acquisition of English; she explained: 
Algunos estudiantes que vienen de Mexico, que tienen un nivel mas alto, que 
ya estudieron alia, he visto que cuando estudien el ingtes lo aprenden mas 
nipido que otros que no saben. Lo aprenden asi' de rapido. Yo digo que bien 
porque ellos estan aprendiendo las tres cosas al mismo tiempo. Estan 
aprendiendo a hablarlo, a escribirlo y a leerlo, todo junto y yo nada. A mi' se 
me hace mas dificil porque aunque entiendo es dif{cil para m{ leerlo y 
escribirlo. 
[Some students that come from Mexico, that have a higher [academic] level, 
that have already studied over there, I have noticed that when they study 
English, they learn it faster. They learn it quickly. I say, how great because 
they are learning the three things at once. They are learning to speak, write, 
and read, everything together and me, nothing. It is very difficult for me 
because even though I understand, it's difficult for me to read and write it.] 
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It could be that Blanca's wish to fulfill her expectations with the English causes her to 
compare herself with the Mexican immigrants. Her reference to the recently arrived 
immigrants' abilities to acquire English is a result of their skills in the primary 
language. Unlike Blanca, these students were educated in Mexico before attending 
school in the U.S., thus they arrived with a foundation in their native language. 
Family Issues 
Family issues surfaced in the dialogues, as all the participants spent a 
considerable amount of time with their families. In some cases, older students were 
left to care for their younger siblings and perform household chores when parents 
were at work or fulfilling other obligations. Although it is not possible to determine to 
what extent family issues impacted responsibilities associated with school, it was 
clear that there was some impact in some cases. Ale's father told about an incident 
when his daughter showed him the amount of homework she had to do on a particular 
evening. This event took place due to her mother's request that Ale should help her 
with household chores. Ale's father explained: 
Mi hija [Ale] llega con un mont6n de tarea Yo q~iero que aprenda tambien en 
Ia casa. Yo quiero que aprenda a planchar, a cocinar, cosas que es tarea de su 
futuro. [Ale dice:]- No puedo porque ... Vena ver cuanta tarea tengo. - Y 
luego su marrui, - Oyes, dile a tu hija que me ayude un poco a recoger, a lavar 
Ia ropa, a planchar. Yo no puedo trabajar. Estoy cansada. -
[My daughter arrives home with a pile of homework. I want her to learn at 
home also. I want her to learn to iron, to cook, things that are the homework 
ofher future. (Ale says:) "I can't because ... Come and see how much 
homework I have." And then her mother, "Hey, tell your daughter to help me 
clean up a little, to wash clothes, to iron. I can't work. I'm tired."] 
This is an ongoing situation in Ale's household and it's difficult for her to balance her 
responsibilities. On one occasion, when I dropped by her house I could tell she was 
not in a good mood; normally she is extremely bubbly and full of life. She explained 
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that at the last minute her mother didn't allow her to go shopping with her cousin; 
instead, she had to stay home and iron. 
The homework situation brings up another point and that is, parents do not 
always understand the amount of homework that students must fulfill, especially 
students like Ale who are in college prep courses. Incidentally, Ale was also expected 
to help her 7th grade brother with his homework, an activity that he didn't especially 
enjoy. Ale explained: 
I have to sit with him. I can't get him to listen because he has his radio on or 
something. I tum it off, he gets mad and I go, "Fine, I'm not going to help 
you." So we end up getting mad at each other and it's his fault. 
Nevertheless, Ale served as a support for her brother, who in her opinion, was not 
doing well in school: "He has to be responsible because he's not." 
Jane revealed her parents' separation at the beginning of the first dialogue. My 
questions, "Does your mother talk to you about school?" and "What are some of the 
things she says?" prompted Jane to share the family's turmoil. Due to an impending 
divorce, Jane's mother gives her this advice: "Don't be like me, you know that." Her 
mother's words were laden with advice for Jane and her sisters. She wants them to be 
financially stable so that a marriage break up will not disrupt their lives, at least not in 
a financial sense. 
Yo no quiero que elias esten trabajando como yo lim pian do casas, que tengan 
un trabajo, con un escritiorio, sentadas, con la maquina y con la "computer," 
l,Verdad? 
[I don't want them to be working like me, cleaning houses, they should have a 
job, with a desk, sitting down, with a machine and a computer, right?] 
The mother had even taken Jane and her sister to work so that they could experience 
housecleaning and understand the low-wages of such labor. At the same time, the 
mother was beginning to see a male friend, which was putting a strain on 
communication between the mother and her children. Jane's mother told about the 
following conversation with her daughter: 
Jane: Ya no voy a estudiar. 
Mother: t,Por que? 
Jane: t,Para que? 
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Mother: t,Por que no lo dejas ahara ya? Dejalo ahara y ponte a trabajar, si no 
quieres. Ademas, sabes que mija, para mf no va ser. Ni me interesa entonces 
lo que tu pienses. Hazlo si tu quieres, pero no te preocupes por mf, preocupate 
por ti porque el estudio es para ti, no para mf. 
[Jane: I'm not going to study anymore. 
Mother: Why? 
Jane: For what? 
Mother: Why not stop now? Leave it now and go to work, if you don't want 
(to study). Furthermore, you know what daughter, it's not for me. It doesn't 
interest me what you think. Do it if you want, but don't concern yourself with 
me, be concerned about yourself because the studying is for you, not for me.] 
Jane was obviously beginning to question the purpose of her efforts in school. 
In fact, the mother told about a recent phone conversation with Jane's French teacher. 
The teacher reported that Jane was losing interest in the course. When asked to 
describe her relationship with her French teacher, Jane had this to say: "She didn't 
like me. It was not just my opinion. I heard some of the other comments from the 
other students. That's like the only class where I felt I had to prove myself." Jane 
ended up dropping the course. 
Recently, her mother pulled the children out of school to attend court 
proceedings; she wanted them to describe their father's actions. Jane's words are 
filled with frustration and hurt, as she related how she felt that day: 
We had to speak with a counselor and so I told everything, all the stuff that 
my dad has done, for my mom to win the case. And I was like ... I'm in 
between the wall and I don't know what to do. I love my dad, but if I don't 
screw my dad, my mom is going to [say], ''Tell me, how could he do this to 
you? Your dad has done this and that and he doesn't ... " I wasjust ... I'lllet her 
cry but I didn't cry because I saw my sisters. I have to be strong because they 
look at me and if they see me crying, they're going to cry. 
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The importance of this ordeal is to show that circumstances in the home can be 
emotionally upsetting and they have the potential to disrupt other areas of a student's 
life, such as academic performance. 
Joanna's mother has a respect for what learning can do in regards to 
improving one's employment. Having gone through beauty school, she was able to 
leave her job in the agricultural fields to become a hair stylist. In regards to education 
she had this to say: 
[La educaci6n] es muy importante para mejorar los trabajos y Ia forma de 
trabajar, porque de Ia otra manera [trabajar en agricultural gana usted poco y 
trabaja mucho. Es muy importante tener Ia educaci6n. 
[It (education) is very important because it improves employment possibilities 
and the manner in which one works, because (with) the other type of work 
(such as agricultural) you earn little and you work a lot. It is very important to 
have an education.] 
Thus, Joanna's mother values education and she would like to see her two daughters 
do well in school. She has done everything in her power to make sure Joanna attends 
school but as Joanna stated: "Ditching is an addiction." 
As I sat with Joanna's mother and tried to get her to talk about Joanna 
specifically, I sensed that she did not have much to say. When I tried to get her to 
elaborate about Joanna's cousin, who was a role model for Joanna, she responded 
with: - Yo pienso que todos cuando vemos un modelo ... lverdad? [I think it's 
everyone, when we see a (role) model. .. right?]. She went on to tell about her own 
childhood. When I suggested an elaboration concerning the separation of Joanna from 
her cousin, the mother emphasized how the move had affected her younger daughter. 
I was not able to get her to go beyond the fact that Joanna changed once she was in 
junior high. 
Later in the dialogue, Joanna's mother seemed to question the school's word. 
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In regards to speaking with school officials by telephone about Joanna's attendance, 
she said, - Me han dicho que s( [ esta en escuela] - [They have told me that she is (in 
school)]. She spoke in a tone that lead me to wonder if she really believed school 
officials. When I made the comment, - La escuela no tiene raz6n por echar mentira -
[The school has no reason to lie], she added,- Pues no, yo pienso que no- [Well no, I 
don't think so]. Her tone was not convincing and it seemed to go along with other 
statements, which implied that she had reached a powerless state or that she lamented 
not demanding more from the schools.- Necesita yo pienso estar uno mas al 
pendiente. Y como hacerle para que le hagan caso a uno - [I think one has to expect 
more. And how to act, so that they (school officials) pay attention to you]. 
It remains uncertain how Joanna's mother really felt about the situation, but 
there is no doubt that she was disillusioned by Joanna's lack of progress. Unlike other 
parents who might feel that the schools are doing everything possible to educate their 
children, I don't think Joanna's mother would agree with this idea. This notion brings 
to mind a question: How will a parent's attitude affect her child's educational 
development? If the mother decides to "give up," what will Joanna do? How will this 
mother-daughter relationship affect the younger daughter who is presently doing 
exceptionally well in school? As a fifth grader, she earned a $500 college scholarship 
award. 
Other than not being able to find the time to do her homework at home, 
Blanca's relationship with her parents had more to do with her wanting to prove 
herself, grade-wise, rather than any on-going strife between student and parents. She 
had tired of always telling them, especially her father, that she was going to do better 
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next time. 
Quiero agarrar todos mis grados bien para sorprender a mi papa y a mi mama 
y decir que sf se puede. Pero ahorita yo no les digo que yo puedo. Yo no 
quiero decides porque es mejor mostrarselo. 
[I want to get all good grades so that I can surprise my father and mother and 
tell them that yes, it can be done. But right now I won't, I won't tell them I 
can. I don't want to tell them, it's better to show them.] 
Although Blanca still seems to have enthusiasm for school and learning, she is only 
receiving encouragement from her father. Her parents do not realize that succeeding 
in school may take far more than just "ganas," [desire]. 
The issue in Brenda's family is that she has become her mother's next wish 
for a prosperous future, despite the fact that school is not an attractive proposition for 
her. However, Brenda surprised me with the following: 
I know that in college they don't tell you to go or else you get a ticket for not 
going, things like that. It's only if you feel like going, so why do you go to 
[high] school if you're going to get pure Fs? I could be in something that I 
would be interested in and not quit. 
I believe Brenda's last line refers to the fact that in college she would be learning 
something that would actually increase her chances of gainful employment. 
Social Life/Identity 
It is not surprising that social life and identity surfaced as themes in this group 
of adolescent females. They spoke freely of their affiliation with their respective 
social circles, with some appearing to be closely tied to their peer group. Jane 
explained why loyalty is so important: 
You know you've been with that group for a pretty long time and all of a 
sudden you skip to another group. They know you but it's not the same 
because of the time you spent together and you've known each other and all of 
a sudden you go to the new group and you're new. It takes time to get it 
[relationship] back. 
Ale and Juanita seemed the least restricted by their friends. Their bilingualism 
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brought daily experiences, which were not found in the other participants' routine. 
They spoke Spanish with their families and friends, commenting on the significance 
of speaking more than one language. As already mentioned, they empathized with 
immigrant students. 
In Ale's case, she interacted with them in a course. Ale's experience of being 
called "whitewashed" did not lead her to question her language and cultural history. 
She expressed that it would be rude not to speak Spanish with her family and talked 
about an uncle who demanded that the two languages not be mixed; she respected this 
request. 
Although Juanita chose to take French over Spanish for Native Speakers, she 
too, understands the importance of language and culture and went on to point out the 
similarities between French and Spanish. She also welcomed conversation with 
immigrants and told about a recently arrived student from Mexico who she interacted 
with in science. 
Jane, on the other hand, had taken French due to her older siblings' influence. 
At home she spoke Spanish with her mother and English with her four siblings. For 
her, the Mexican immigrants had "different thinking," implying that she might not 
connect with them. After meeting an immigrant student at a debutante celebration, 
she greeted her on campus, only to be questioned by her friend: "Why are you talking 
to her?" Contrary to the "standoffish" manner she displayed toward immigrants at 
times, Jane shot back at her friend with: "What's wrong? Is there something wrong 
with her?" Jane declared that she isn't choosy when it comes to greeting students who 
greet her. After all, "We all have some kind of Mexican blood in our bodies." Jane 
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spoke fondly about her sister, seven years her senior: "She's like my confidante. I tell 
her everything. She's like my best friend." 
Ale and Juanita were comfortable with their bilingualism; Spanish is an 
intimate language that connects them to family, friends, and career aspirations. 
Special to Ale, was her relationship with her father who spoke with her on just about 
any topic. He is the parent with the teachable moments, who sits his children down 
whenever he feels the need to teach something. For example, one day Ale explained 
to him how a male immigrant student had complemented her with, - Ay, Mamacita, -
as she walked passed him. Her father calmed her down with this explanation: - Ah 
pues, te esta mirando, que bonita estas [Well, he is just looking at you and admiring 
your beauty]. I truly believe that Ale's close relationship with her father contributed 
to her healthy identity. She spoke positively about him throughout the dialogues: 
He like figures things out and stuff. That's my dad. He's always looking for a 
way. Nobody tells him what to do and he does his own thing. That's what I 
like about him. If my mom tells him to do something, he won't do it. He'll 
find a way to do it himself. 
Contrary to Ale, Juanita, and Jane, Joanna and Brenda seemed less stable 
about their identity. They spoke Spanish at home with their parents and a mixture of 
English and Spanish with their siblings. Joanna explained her bilingualism as such: 
I have an advantage of speaking two languages or half of one and half of 
another. I've heard from other people that if you need to get a job, being able 
to understand a lot more people, like Spanish-speakers [is important]. Also, 
having an opportunity to have more friends because I know two languages and 
when visiting different places, I can speak two languages. 
When asked to explain "half of one and half of another," Joanna responded with: 
Because I can't really speak Spanish fluently, but I understand it a lot and I 
think I should be [bilingual] since my mom and dad speak Spanish. I think I 
speak Spanglish because I stayed in the middle, not a lot of Spanish, not a lot 
of English. I can't speak Spanish in a whole sentence. I throw a couple of 
English words in there. 
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In comparison to Ale and Juanita, Joanna does not feel confident in what used 
to be her first language (Spanish). At the same time, she does not feel proficient in her 
second language (English) either. Thus, she finds herself in a precarious position in 
terms of a language, described as speaking, "half of one and half of another." This is 
indeed a serious condition since having a strong language system is foundational to 
academic success. 
Brenda also showed hesitancy with her bilingual skills. When asked if it was 
meaningful for her to be a person who speaks two languages, she said, "No I don't 
see it. When I talk to someone ... like if I didn't know you, and I started talking to you 
in Spanish, I will stutter because I get nervous. I feel like I'm not going to speak 
correctly." She went on to explain the reason for not using another language, besides 
English at school: ''They [students] don't use Spanglish or a different language 
because they [others] will think you're talking about them. They'll look at you and 
say, 'Why are you talking about me?"' 
Even though Joanna and Brenda are no longer close friends, they had the same 
social circle in the past. It appeared that their groups are much more restrictive than 
the other participants. 
In addition to language, Joanna told how influential her social group becomes 
at times. For example, when she wants to go to class, they tell her: "I don't know why 
you're going to go, if you know later on it's going to tum out to be an For why are 
you going? You don't even do your work in there." Joanna explicitly stated that her 
peers don't say, "Don't go," but, ''They'll come up with things to make me not want 
to go." Then Joanna added: "I was thinking their way so I would leave [and go off 
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campus] with them." Perhaps this is what Joanna's mother meant when she said her 
daughter wasfacil de manejar [easily influenced]. 
Brenda, on the other hand, would have been influenced in the same way as 
Joanna but their friendship broke up and Brenda realized that the group would be in 
the company of someone who did not like her brother. Brenda explained the situation: 
"I never went with them because they don't like my brother. If they don't like my 
brother, I'm pretty sure they'll do something bad to me. They'll do something worse 
to me to get back at him." 
Blanca's identity seems to shift completely depending on which language she 
is using. She is a shy person, but on a one-to-one basis or in a small group situation, 
she can be extremely talkative. She loves meeting new people and often befriends the 
new Spanish-speaking students on campus. However, if she must use English, Blanca 
loses her confidence and will not risk the chance of using the language improperly. 
This alone has created much turmoil in her student life and unfortunately, it has 
probably taken a toll on her academic development. In addition, she has also 
experienced difficulties with friendships, telling how classmates in the past and 
present have ignored her or used her in various ways. This, combined with the 
English issue, has led to a lack of confidence and distrust of people. She has, most 
likely, missed opportunities to learn and grow in her adolescent life. 
Lack of trust/confidence leading to alienation 
The importance of trust in the school environment cannot be over estimated. It 
is trust that students and school officials build together that enables students to seek 
out help in resolving academic and personal issues. This becomes a daunting task in 
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the high school setting where the ratio of students to teachers or counselors is 
exceptionally high. 
For Blanca, this hard reality may be the reason why she continues to struggle 
academically, yet never faltering from her belief in education. She spoke about three 
teachers who she was able to tum to for help. Two of the three are bilingual but the 
third is not, meaning that her native language is important but perhaps not always 
essential to the learning process. When given the opportunity she seeks these teachers 
out, either in after school tutoring sessions or by going to their classrooms during the 
day. Although there have been remarkable stories glorifying the one teacher who 
made the difference in a student's life, where is the answer for a student like Blanca? 
As long as Blanca is in the company of the aforementioned teachers, she feels capable 
and her grades improve. 
Y luego empece a hacer mi trabajo y sub( mi grado, mi calificaci6n. Cuando 
se acaba las clases ella [Ia maestra] hace como una conferencia y invita a los 
padres. Mi maestra me dio un certificado porque mejore mi ingles. 
[And then I began working and I raised my score, my grade. When classes end 
she (teacher) has like a conference and invites the parents. My teacher gave 
me a certificate because I improved my English]. 
However, as soon as Blanca is away from her three favorite teachers she feels 
helpless, frustrated, and unable to do her work independently. 
Es diffcil subir los grados pero para bajarlos es facil, no hacer tarea y nada 
mas allf parsartela. Pero subir es muy diffcil. 
[It's difficult to raise your grades but to lower them it's easy, you don't do 
your work and just pass the time. But to raise them (grades) is very difficult. 
What is amazing is that Blanca has not given up. Her reluctance to ask 
questions and seek out help prevent her from making good marks, yet she continues 
to attend school regularly. She even explained what it takes to succeed: 
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Cuando tienes una pregunta te puedes quedar despues de Ia clase y decide [a 
Ia maestra],- 0, no entend{ esto- y ya te explica y si llegas tarde [a Ia otra 
clase] te da un "pass." Y tambien durante "lunch" vas con Ia maestra y te 
explica y ya. 
[When you have a question you can stay after class and tell her (teacher), "Oh, 
I didn't understand this," and she explains and if you arrive late, she gives you 
a pass. During lunch you can go to the teacher and she explains it and that's 
it]. 
It is difficult to say where Blanca stands in terms of credits towards graduation. I 
listened to her tell me about so many cases in which she did not or does not do her 
work that it's difficult to believe she is where she should be credit wise. As the above 
citations state, she attends school but her classroom behavior is ruled over by feelings 
of inadequacy. 
Brenda's lack of trust in school has come about through her confrontations 
with teachers in the classroom. At the onset of her high school years, she tried to help 
a teacher settle a class but soon found out that her contribution was to no avail. 
Instead, she began to notice how teachers did not take a genuine interest in their 
students; this message was transmitted through monotonous assignments, 
inconsistency in gathering assignments, and the negative exchanges between teacher 
and student. If a student hears a teacher say, "I don't care anymore," what is the 
student to do? Brenda's answer to the problem was to sit back and not say anything. 
In other words, she chose to alienate herself from her surroundings. 
Joanna did not have good study skills when she began her high school years. 
She had already started a pattern of ditching in junior high school. In high school, the 
behavior became more serious because students had cars and Joanna left campus. At 
one point in the dialogue Joanna seemed to be saying that her attempts to correct her 
actions were hopeless. She talks about the one thing that could have perhaps helped 
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her begin a better freshman year: 
A lot of other students would tell me, the dumbest thing you can do as soon as 
you get there [high school] is mess up your freshman year. I didn't know. I 
thought they were all doing great but I guess I didn't find out until later that 
they were struggling for a while. If only they would have told me that they 
messed up their freshman year too, and that they had to struggle for the rest of 
the time. 
Joanna went on to tell that just knowing the fact that these successful students had a 
past like hers might have been enough to show her that she could indeed make 
positive changes. Instead, she continued her behavior, which drew her further and 
further away from school. 
Joanna's grades dropped so low that in her sophomore year she was sent to 
"opportunity class," a half-day semester long program where approximately 15 
students spend their day in a self-contained classroom with one teacher. Essentially, 
it's a "get back on track" type of program. Joanna claims that the class was "fun" and 
it was the only time she passed all her courses. The interesting part of her description 
of the class is how much it coincides with classes at the higher academic levels. She 
described it as such: 
The teacher was on our backs all the time, pushing us to do it, making sure we 
did it, not just handing it out. He was our friend. He made it interesting. He 
had competitions on learning and had us do it up on the board. He wouldn't 
even talk that much. We had about 15 students. That's what made it even 
easier because he could concentrate on each one of us instead of the whole 
class, go around one-by-one. Then he'd have us reassure ourselves that we 
could do it. 
Later in the dialogue, Joanna described how the opportunity teacher would boost their 
confidence by proving how much they had progressed: 
He would compare us with the semesters that we were absent a lot and he 
would tell us, "Well, look you missed almost two months in the first semester 
and look how you only missed one day in my fall semester." He compared our 
grades. He would give us our old grades and give us our new grades and say, 
"How do you feel about these and how do you feel about those?" He'd 
compare and show us that we could still do i!. 
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In other words, the idea became one of convincing the student that she could "still do 
it." What is absolutely amazing is how much the learning environment in the 
opportunity class corresponded with those at the higher academic levels. Hasn't 
Joanna shown what it takes for students like her to succeed? 
Joanna's cohort enjoyed the opportunity class so much that they went to see 
the counselor about remaining in the class another semester. The answer was: "No, 
you can't stay another semester in opportunity. From here on, if you don't do what 
you have to do, well, you'll be sent to Frontier." Frontier is a high school in another 
city, the last chance to earn a high school diploma in a "high school setting." The 
students' request was denied and they were sent right back to where they had already 
done so poorly ... back to teachers with low expectations, back to getting lost in the 
crowd. 
Although Ale, Jane, and Juanita trusted their classroom environments enough 
to attend them regularly, they too were aware of the discrepancies in the way teachers 
treated students. However, they kept the ups and downs in perspective and related 
their efforts to the larger vision they had for themselves. Their ability to resist defeat 
probably nurtured their confidence. 
Parents' Reflections on American Schools 
Parents were asked to share their experiences with the American system of 
schooling, sometimes this involved focusing on their daughter in the study, other 
times the experiences told about events with other children in the family. The 
dialogues were guided by a set of general questions (Appendix B). The main focus 
was not to substantiate or discuss the information found in the students' dialogues. 
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Instead, the parents were asked to elaborate on their perceptions and experiences at all 
levels of education. In following such a plan, there were correlations that surfaced 
between parents and their daughters, as well as commonalities among the parents and 
their experiences. 
I identified four main ideas of concern in the parents' responses; they are: (a) 
communication with the schools, (b) importance of formal education, (c) memories of 
the homeland, and (d) a mother's advice. I begin with a discussion of the most widely 
stated concern, followed by others in descending order. 
Communication with the Schools 
The parents' communication with the schools, whether that was in person or 
by telephone, dropped considerably after the elementary years, with only two parents 
recalling contacts with the junior high school and two parents who were contacted by 
the high school. One mother was summoned to the junior high school because her 
daughter (not the study's participant) was in a fight. At the time of data collection, a 
second mother was scheduling a conference with the principal to discuss her 
daughter's (not the study's participant) academic performance at the junior high 
school. 
The organizational structure of the school seems to have greatly affected the 
communication flow between home and school. Joanna's mother expressed it in this 
way: 
No saben [padres] con quien comunicarse. No hay alguien que diga, estoy yo, 
alguien que este todo [ el tiempo] con los hijos de uno, viendo haber que 
hacen. Si no, esta uno, esta otro y no tiene uno contacto. 
[They (parents) don't know with whom to communicate. There is no one who 
will say, I'm here, someone who is with our children and watching what 
they're doing all the time. Instead, there is one, there is another and no, one 
doesn't have contact]. 
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The mother's reference to the many teachers and other school personnel exemplifies 
one of the greatest differences between the elementary and junior high school levels. 
In the past, a parent was able to directly address the classroom teacher. Now, the 
parent is confronted with a new structure that includes five different teachers 
throughout a student's day. Just as the shift from elementary to junior high school is a 
big change for the student, it holds the same ramifications for the parents. For the 
Spanish-speaking parent, the communication becomes more of a barrier if there is no 
language concurrence between the home and school. 
Three parents recalled having had contact with high school officials for issues 
that pertained to three of the participants. In one case, Jane was having trouble with 
her French teacher and her mother called the school in attempts to resolve the issue. 
In another case, a school official visited a second parent during the summer; 
he arrived at Brenda's home to discuss her academic standing. At the time, Brenda's 
mother had an issue on her mind; Brenda had participated in a work-study program at 
the elementary district office where she was to earn money, a grade, and 5 credits. In 
the end, she received an "F' and her mother never understood the reason. The visitor 
didn't know about the program so Brenda's mother sent him away with this message: 
Preguntales y diles que yo quiero saber eso. l,Por que tumban el moral del 
nifio? Ella iba ilusionada a su trabajo, era como una terapia para ella. Ayud6 
con papeles y todo. Todos en la oficina del distrito me dijeron que estaban 
muy felices con ella porque era muy trabajadora. Entonces, (,por que le dieron 
eso, "F'? 
[Ask them and tell them that I want to know about this. Why do they destroy a 
child's morale? She went to the job with an illusion, it was like therapy for 
her. She helped with paperwork and everything. All the people at the district 
office told me that they were very happy with her because she was a good 
worker. Well then, why did they give her that, an "F'? 
It's quite evident that Brenda's mother was upset, however, Brenda failed to tell her 
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that she didn't submit her homework assignments. This is an excellent example of a 
situation, which could have been ameliorated early on in the program if Brenda's 
mother had received the conditions of the agreement. 
In the third case, Joanna's mother had to meet with Joanna's counselor 
concerning her one-semester enrollment in the opportunity class. Apparently, the 
parent and the student must sign an agreement to be a part of the program. Joanna's 
mother did not elaborate about this meeting. 
Parents do not receive basic infonnation. 
As I sat with the parents, I realized how detached they are from the schools in 
terms of understanding the educational programs. In Joanna's case, her mother may 
understand the various academic tracks since Joanna began in college prep, ended in 
standard, and even had a semester of what is called "opportunity," a half day of 
school that targets freshman and sophomores who are "at risk." However, after our 
dialogue Joanna's mom asked me to help her understand Joanna's quarterly report 
card. It took me a few minutes before I could explain the document. It was entirely in 
English, even the note at the bottom, "If you need this information in Spanish, please 
call this number to request the information." How was a Spanish reader going to 
understand these instructions? Furthermore, how would a non-literate person 
understand the report card? 
In telling about her younger daughter's (Lily) academic standing, Brenda's 
mother related this: - Me dice ella que va muy bien en Ia escuela. Tiene no mas una D 
pero me dijo que iba subir esa clase - [She (daughter) tells me that she is doing well 
in school. She only has one "D" but she told me she was going to raise that class]. 
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Question: Does the student and the mother understand what a "D" means? 
Even some of the parents whose daughters were in college prep classes did 
not understand the academic tracks. As I explained, they stared back, making me 
realize that no one had ever given them an explanation. In terms of the organizational 
structure of the schools, both at the junior high school and high school levels, parents 
had no idea of the number of students a teacher has in one day nor did they know the 
ratio of counselor to students, something around one counselor to 350 students at the 
high school level! 
Ale's father and Jane's mother expressed information that made it clear that 
they did not know that a child must remain in school until the age of 16. In Ale's 
case, her father promised to remove her from school if she engaged in fighting 
behavior. Ale recalled his threat when another student picked on her, and she chose to 
ignore the provocation rather than risk leaving school. Although Jane's mother 
supported her academic aspirations, she told her daughter that she could leave school 
and seek employment if she had truly lost interest. 
At the time I was meeting with the parents, the high school was holding 
bilingual parent meetings for the purpose of explaining graduation requirements, 
report cards, standardized testing, adolescent issues, etc. None of the parents from the 
study were attending. One had heard about the meetings through her sister and 
Juanita's father recalled reading the invitation.- Si nos han invitado cuando van a 
tener clases para padres de familia y todo eso pero no queremos ir - [Yes, they have 
invited us when they are having classes for parents and all that but we don't want to 
go}. His wife's reaction was somewhat different. She expressed interest and asked 
how the school had contacted parents. Her husband responded with, - Ahf esta la 
invitacion ( apuntando a una mesita) - [There is the invitation (pointing to a small 
table)]. 
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I tell this story only to emphasize that communication within the household 
must also be up to par if family members are to become involved with the educational 
process. I strongly believe that Juanita's mother, along with others, would have 
attended these meetings with advanced notice and a source of transportation. I 
managed to attend one of the eight meetings and I found it to be highly informative 
and interactive. Unfortunately, the San Diego-based presenters had been contracted 
out by the school so the idea of having contact with your son or daughter's school 
officials did not exist. One can say "better than nothing," but what happened to the 
great idea of building community? 
lnfonnation that does not reach parents. 
One would assume that the communication between the home and school 
would be tantamount to any educational program, but this hardly seems to be the case 
when one converses with the parents in this study. Two mothers were frustrated by 
the fact that the school did not inform them "ahead of time." In one case, Joanna's 
mother was trying to grapple with her daughter's truancy. Her statement,- Y c6mo 
hacerle para que le hagan caso a uno. Para que nos den infonnacion - [And what to 
do so that they'll pay attention to me (us)?- So that they'll give us information]. She 
didn't feel she was receiving sufficient support from school officials in monitoring 
her daughter's attendance. 
Another mother told of finding out at the very end of the school year that her 
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two eldest daughters would not be graduating. The first daughter was short of credits 
yet the school allowed her to purchase a cap and gown, as though she would be 
participating in the graduation ceremony. As the mother stated,- Nunca me vinieron a 
decir que ella no se iba a graduar - [They never came and told me that she wouldn't 
be graduating]. In the case of the second daughter, the mother went to the school to 
check on her graduation requirements. The counselor informed her as such: - Le hace 
falta unos creditos pero le vamos a dar Ia oportunidad para que ella se gradue por la 
linea - [She is short of credits but we're going to give her the opportunity to go 
through the (graduation) line]. In the end, school officials did not allow her to 
participate in the ceremony. 
Experiences such as the ones described do nothing to assure parents that the 
schools are working in the best interest of their children's education. In fact, these 
episodes create much frustration and hurt for the families, leading them to believe that 
schools hinder their children from reaching future goals. 
Importance of Formal Education 
The importance of their children acquiring a formal education was an 
undisputed truth on the part of all parents. However, not all parents seemed to 
transmit this idea with consistency nor did they communicate the idea to their 
daughters in the same way. For example, Juanita's father felt strongly about 
inculcating his daughter with thoughts of an education: - Tiene que estudiar y tiene 
que salir algo. Y eso es todo, meter eso en la cabeza que tiene que hacer algo - [She 
has to study and something has to come of it. That's all, put that thought in the head 
that she has to do something]. Along with these words, the father recalled a few house 
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rules from the past: 
A las nueve de Ia noche tenfamos que imos a dormir porque en las mananas 
amanecemos desvelados y no sirve para Ia escuela. No tienen amor de estudiar 
cuando los desvela uno. 
[At nine at night we had to go to bed because the next morning we would be 
without sleep and this is not good for school. The children will not have a love 
for learning if we allow them to stay up late at night.] 
Another rule that the father is presently enforcing is the "no work" adherence. 
Juanita would like to have a part-time job but according to her father: - [Si trabajan] 
ya agarran amor al dinero y ya no estudian - [If they work, they acquire a love for 
money and then they don't study]. Incidentally, Juanita's parents did not agree on this 
point. Her mother felt differently and she explained in the following words: 
El [esposo] dice, -l,Para que trabajar?- Le digo, no todo el tiempo vamos a 
estar como estamos. Uno se ensefia a vi vir Ia vida. Noes que uno tiene que 
trabajar. Trabaja uno para ensefiarse como vi vir. 
[He (husband) says, "why work?" I tell him that we're not always going to be 
in the same situation. One teaches oneself how to live life. I tell him, it's not 
that one must work. One works to teach oneself how to live]. 
Even though Juanita's father claims that Juanita is free to choose her own 
career, the following account says otherwise: 
Primero me dijo que querfa ser doctora de perros y eso no me gust6. Le dije, 
No mija, eso no, trabajar con perros no. Y luego, no le vas a querer rajar la 
panza a un perro cuando lo tienes que operar o lo tienes que matar. Pero le 
dije que no me gust6. Pero ahora que me dijo que quiere ser psic6logo, esta 
bien. 
[At first she told me that she wanted to be a veterinarian and I did not like 
that. I told her, no daughter, not that, work with dogs, no. And then, you're not 
going to want to cut a dog's stomach when you have to operate or you have to 
kill him. I told her I didn't like it. But now she tells me she wants to be a 
psychologist, that's good]. 
For the most part, support came in the form of emotional support, verbal 
encouragement, and making sure that students had ample time to complete their 
homework assignments. Joanna's mother shared: 
192 
Pues aquf en Ia casa, dandoles amor y confianza para el exito. Dandoles amor 
y confianza, elias se sienten mas seguras de sf mismas. Cuando estaban 
pequefias era mas facil pero ya que esten mas grandes, ya no. Es mas diffcil 
para uno, poderles ayudar. 
[Well here at home, giving them love and confidence so they can achieve 
success. By giving them love and confidence, they feel surer about 
themselves. When they were young, it was easier but now that they are older, 
no more. It's more difficult for one to be able to help them.] 
Brenda's mother discusses her children's homework policy: 
Les digo,- Ustedes, t,cual preocupaci6n tienen de lavar su ropa? Dime, 
dfgame. Cuando ustedes llegan de Ia [ escuela] ... Yo le digo a Brenda, t, tienes 
tu tarea? Ve a leer. Ponte pues a leer. Pero que ellas lleguen y que yo les diga 
p6ngansen a hacer esto. Hay esta todo el quehacer, hagalo, yo no. Si no 
trajeron tarea se pueden poner a ayudarme. Pero, si traen tarea pongansen a 
hacer Ia tarea. Termfnalo y luego me ayudan, si pueden t, verdad? 
[I tell them, what worry do you have of washing your clothes? Tell me, tell 
me. When you get home from school. .. I tell Brenda, do you have homework? 
Go read. Well then, read. But for them to get home and that I tell them, get to 
work and do this. There is all the housework, do it, not me. If they didn't bring 
any homework they can help me. But, if they have homework, do the work. 
Finish it and then you can help me if you can, right?] 
Jane's mother used her work site as a lesson for her daughter: 
Pues Jane, Ia llevo a trabajar a limpiar las casas. Tengo que levantarla, 
ensefiarla para que sepa como ando trabajando. Y cuando ando para arriba y 
para abajo limpiando las casas digo, l,C6mo te mira Jane, trabajar aquf? Dice, 
"Ay, pues no me gusta." Le digo, "l. verdad?" Entonces yo no estoy pensado 
para mf, estoy pensando para ti. 
[Well Jane, I take her to work to clean the houses. I must get her up and show 
her so that she knows how I work. And when 1'111 there and running up and 
down cleaning the houses I ask, what do you think Jane, about working here? 
She says, "Well, I don't like it." I tell her, right? Well then, I'm not thinking 
about myself, I'm thinking about you.] 
The following verbal encouragement arose as Ale's father found her talking on the 
telephone and doing her homework simultaneously. He spoke these words to her: 
Yo no te aseguro que te gradues. No te aseguro porque es que a mf no me 
in teresa como te in teresa a ti. Yo estoy contigo aunque seas de las mas tontas 
en Ia escuela pero tambien lo que me interesa es tu vida, que tu te preocupes y 
que seas alguien. Entonces le digo, l,para que tu logres tu graduaci6n y quieres 
ir al colegio y todo eso? Tu tienes que preocuparte mas que yo. Yo te podfa 
pegar como otros papas porque no me traes una buena calificaci6n, te puedo 
prohibir cosas y todo pero z,para que? A mf no me van a salir. Yo no estoy 
viviendo de tus calificaciones y todo eso. Tu eres la que vas a vi vir de ellas. 
Tu eres Ia que te interesa, Ia que debes interesarte en todo. Yo puedo hacer 
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corajes por todo pero no puedo cambiar tu forma de ser. 
[I don't assure you that you'll graduate. I don't assure you because it doesn't 
interest me like it interests you. I'm with you even if you are one of the more 
foolish ones at school but what interests me is your life, that you concern 
yourself and that you become somebody. Then I tell her, why do you wish to 
attain your graduation and attend college and all that? You must concern 
yourself more than me. I could strike you like other parents because you don't 
bring me a good grade, I can keep things from you and everything, but why? 
All this is not for me. I'm not living from your grades and all that. You are the 
one who is going to live from them. You are the one who is interested, the one 
who should interest yourself in everything. I can get angry about everything 
but I'll never change the way you are.] 
At times, in their reflections of the past, the parents regretted not having acted 
in certain ways. In reminiscing how their eldest son did not attend college, Blanca's 
mother laments how she and her husband view the past: 
Ahora el [esposo] se preocupa porque dice,- Que todo eso,- que else esforz6 
y- yo le esperaba ver algo, pues en ellos [hijos].- Y ahora que lo [hijo] vea 
dice, -No, si hubiera sabido mejor los pongo a trabajar para que se hubieran 
dado cuenta lo que cuesta, tener las cosas. -
[Now he worries himself because he says, "all that," the effort that he used 
and, "I expected to see something of him, well in them (sons)." And now that 
he sees his son, "No, had I known, it would have been better to put them to 
work so that they would have noticed what it costs, to have the things.") 
Brenda's mother echoes the same thought: 
Digo,£,por que no me lleve mis hijos? l,Por que no me fui al fil [campo] un 
tiempo con ellos, para que ellos aprendieran? Porque es lo que les hizo falta a 
ustedes, les digo yo. Eso fue lo que les hizo falta, que uno los lleve para que 
vean. 
[I say, why didn't I take my children? Why didn't I go to the (agricultural) 
field with them for a time, so that they would learn? Because that is what they 
lacked, I tell them. That is what they lacked, that one takes them so that they 
can see.] 
In addition to the aforementioned citations, five of the six parents felt that acquiring 
an education rested ultimately on the shoulders of their children. There doesn't seem 
to be any clear approach to encouraging students to succeed in school but one thing is 
absolutely certain, these parents' voices resound with an intense longing for the 
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future, a tomorrow that ensures that their children live life in a different way than they 
have lived. 
Memories of the Homeland 
It is not surprising that the parents in this study made reference to life in 
Mexico, considering that five of the six families immigrated to the United States in 
the hopes of improving their socioeconomic status. Jane's mother left Mexico as a 17 
year old to join her sister in Los Angeles. She had this story to tell: 
Yo no me vine pensando, pues, por hacer dinero o voy a hacer esto. Pues no, 
nada. Solamente sabfa que me querfa venir para aca. Bueno, mis papas no 
querfan pero vivf mala vida alla con ellos. Ellos no son bien carifiosos y 
siempre me estaban renegando, pegando. Mas bien querfamos [yo y mi 
hermana] huir de el [mi papa], de mis padres. 
[I didn't come thinking, well, to make money or I'm going to do this. Well no, 
nothing. I only knew that I wanted to come here. Well, my parents didn't want 
it, but I lived badly with them over there (Mexico). They are not affectionate 
and they were always scolding, hitting. Rather, we (my sister and I) wanted to 
escape from him (my father), from my parents.] 
Nevertheless, later in the dialogue the mother tells how happy she is to see her parents 
improving their standard of living in Mexico, implying that she helped them out 
monetarily. Thus, the reference to the homeland is present but perhaps not as obvious 
as with the other families. 
Brenda's mother repeatedly talks about her children not availing themselves 
of the educational opportunities in the U.S. She recalls the day that she decided to 
emigrate from Mexico: - Yo no me quedo aqu(, pues alla en Mexico. Yo mejor me 
voy. No vayan a surjrir lo que yo sufrl- [I am not staying here, well, over there in 
Mexico. I would rather go. I don't want them (children) to suffer like I suffered]. At 
the same time, she makes reference to and questions the suffering that she has 
undergone in order to create possibilities for her children: 
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lA que vine a este pais? A sufrir, sufre uno humillaciones. No estas como en 
tu casa, como en tu casajamas vas a estar. 
[Why did I come to this country? To suffer, one suffers humiliations. You are 
not at home, never again will you be in your home]. 
Even though Brenda's mother knows that her native country is in the past, she still 
feels that her presence in the U.S. is worthwhile. She has plans for all her children 
and is constantly giving them advice, including the older ones who have dropped out 
of college and those who do not show an interest in college. 
Blanca's father, as the main provider for his family, contrasted the economical 
circumstances between Mexico and the U.S. in these words: 
[En Mexico] no alcanza uno a comprarles lo que necesitan. Aquf algo tiene un 
pobre trabajando en el campo como sea pero les compra los zapatos, les 
compra comida, no les falta Ia comida. Y es lo que esta uno pendiente. Y ya 
no quieren regresar a su pafs, a pasar un hambre si no otra cosa. 
[(In Mexico) one is not able to buy them (children) what they need. Here, a 
poor person working in the fields, as it may be, but he buys them shoes, food, 
food is not lacking. And that's what one is concerned about. And then, they 
don't want to return to their country to pass hunger or whatever else.] 
What is interesting about the parent-daughter relationships that follow is the 
reference to the homeland by both the parent and child. Normally, children of 
immigrants do not directly identify with the country of origin so I found this to be 
extremely interesting. Juanita's father referred to the homeland in terms of the 
contrast in educational systems between Mexico and the U.S.: 
Para mf si esta buena la educaci6n aquf para los nifios, con que les dan clases. 
Siempre en Mexico no hay las escuelas como las hay aquf. No, tienen que 
pagar para darles clase y menos su oportunidad de estudiar. Y aquf, pues esta 
mejor porque no les cobran hasta que ya quieren graduarse de algo[en Ia 
universidad]. 
[In my opinion, the education for the children is good here, by the fact that 
they give them classes. In Mexico, there are still no schools like there are 
here. No, they have to pay in order to receive classes and the opportunity to 
study is less. And here, it's better because they don't charge them (students) 
until they want to graduate in something (at the university)]. 
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Juanita had this experience to share: "If I go to Mexico, they see, they can tell 
that you're from over here. They think you're rich but just because you have money 
doesn't mean you're rich." 
Joanna's mother referred to the homeland in terms of the opportunities that 
she didn't have growing up in Mexico: - Que salgan adelante profesionalmente, 
;,verdad? Ya que nosotros no tuvimos, que elias si puedan. Esos son los sueiios mfos-
[That they (her daughters) advance themselves professionally, right? Now that we 
(my husband and I) didn't have (the opportunity), they will. Those are my dreams]. 
Joanna gave reference to the conditions in Mexico when she postulated as to 
why immigrants work hard in school: "Seeing how they live in Mexico, then coming 
over here, seeing how they live over here, they know that it's much harder. I think it's 
much harder in Mexico. Well, I wouldn't know but I think so." 
Recalling the homeland, on the part of the students, might be a combination of 
the stories their parents share with them or from their visits to Mexico or a 
combination of the two. Both students have visited Mexico a number of times with 
their families but they both stated that they could never live there. 
Although Ale's father did not make reference to Mexico in regards to having 
improved his socioeconomic status due to relocation, his daughter recalled her 
father's stories about girls her age in Mexico. She kept these ideas with her: "He says 
like right now if I'd be in Mexico, I'd be doing all my chores and yes, doing my 
homework and stuff." 
Ale's father did however, make reference to his homeland in terms of the 
negative impact the American culture was having on his hometown. Apparently there 
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are a number of families that network between his town and the U.S., resulting in the 
loss of Mexican tradition. He described it is this way: 
Cuando fui a mi pueblo yo mire que ya nada es igual. Que mucho esta "gone," 
tradiciones, los sacerdotes incluso ya no quieren hacer el trabajo que hacfan. 
Las posadas que se hacen en Ia calle ya no se hacen. Se acab6 Ia tradici6n. Las 
gentes antes se convidaban mucho, se saludaban, pues se conocfa por todo. 
Ahora no. Se vinieron a los Estados Unidos a juntar en la otra iglesia, una casa 
bonita alia, llevaron aparatos de aquf, televisiones, todo se mete alia y se 
olvidan. Los hijos llevan algunos defectos de aquf y alia los practican 
libremente. No, alia no llaman que si me para la polic{a porque he tornado. 
No, alla toman y caminan en las calies. Con el "spray" pintan. Todo eso no se 
miraba. 
[When I went to my town I saw that nothing is the same. A lot is gone, 
traditions, including the priests, they no longer want to do the work that they 
once did. The "posadas" that they did on the streets are no longer done. 
Tradition has ended. Before the people would invite a lot, they would greet 
each other, well everyone knew each other. Now no. They came to the United 
States to join another church, a pretty house over there, they took electronics 
from here, televisions, they take everything over there and they forget. The 
children take some faults from here and they practice them freely over there. 
No, over there they don't call if the police have stopped you for drinking. No, 
over there they drink and walk in the streets. They paint with spray (cans). 
Before, you didn't see all that.] 
Ale's father felt so strongly about the changes in his town that he composed a song 
(Appendix C). Unlike the other families, immigrating to the U.S. was not a life goal 
for him but his eventual marriage brought him here. 
A Mother's Advice 
As already stated, all parents recognized the importance of an education and 
expressed their encouragement in various forms. However, the concerns of four 
mothers went beyond the acquisition of an education; they also showed concern for 
their children's emotional, and in one case, spiritual stability. They described this in 
terms of allowing their daughters to choose what would make them happy. For 
example, Juanita's mother adds her thought immediately after her husband's 
statement: 
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Padre: Pues yo, lo unico que pienso que estudie, que sigue en Ia universidad y 
estudie. Ella dice que quiere ser psic6loga. Si sea pero que salga algo. Pues 
esos son mis planes, de ayudarla a que se gradue de alguna cosa pues allf me 
sintiera orgulloso. 
Madre: Nosotros Ia apoyamos en lo que ella quiera. 
[Father: Well, the only thought I have is for her to study, to continue at the 
university and study. She says that she wants to become a psychologist. That's 
fine, but that something comes from it. Well those are my plans, to help her 
graduate from something, that would make me proud. 
Mother: We support her in whatever she wants to do.] 
Unfortunately, I was unable to get Juanita's mother to elaborate on her words. I'm left 
wondering if the advice stems from the mother's own experience of not being able to 
make choices in her own life or simply that a mother knows the multiple roles her 
daughter will eventually take up and being content with a career would be one 
guaranteed happiness. 
Two other mothers explained why they thought it was important for their 
daughters to make choices for themselves. Both mothers agreed that a decision made 
by them on behalf of their daughters would be wrong. Joanna's mother said: 
Elias que escojan lo que elias de veras crean que les gusta. Yo no les digo, no 
mas digo, "piensen que van a hacer para el futuro porque tenemos que pensar 
de que manera vamos a salir adelante." Si yo les dijera lo que debe hacerse y 
no les gusta, no lo iban a hacer con gusto. No iban a hacerlo bien porque yo se 
los estaba imponiendo. · 
[They need to choose what they really believe they like. I don't tell them, I 
only say, think about what you are going to do in the future because we have 
to think in what manner are we going to go forward. If I was to tell them what 
to do and they didn't like it, they will not do it with pleasure. They will not do 
it well because I was imposing it on them.] 
In Ale's case, she reiterated her mother's words: 
Yes, my mom, she's like tu haz lo que quieras [you do what you want]. She 
tells me to do what I want because she doesn't want to tell me something and 
then I don't like it. She's not going to be comfortable with it because like 
that's not what I chose, she chose it for me. She doesn't want that to happen. 
So she tells me to go to school, do whatever my heart says from here 
(gesturing the location of her heart with her hand). 
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Brenda's mother considers the whole person when mentioning choice and in 
the end both she and her husband, as expressed by her, believe that each child has the 
will to do for herself. Her explanation that follows considers the whole person, 
indicating that formal education and career training is just as important as other 
human qualities. 
Mi preocupaci6n de todos mis hijos es que yo quiero que agarren un futuro 
mejor. Quiero que sean hombres y mujeres de Dios, que tengan sentimientos, 
que se quieren, que se amen ellos, entre hermanos y que respetan tambien a 
los grandes, a los mayores. Esta en Ia voluntad de ellos. 
[My concern for all my children is that I want them to acquire a better future. I 
want them to be men and women of God, to have feelings, to like each other, 
to love one another as brothers and sisters and to also respect the older ones, 
the elders. It is in their will.] 
To be given choices in life, is a great opportunity but it is not easy for young people. 
For some, it may be the first time in their lives that they are faced with so many 
options. Are they even familiar with the wide spectrum of educational programs and 
careers? Each of my participants gave me the impression that they were not aware of 
all the possibilities. In some cases, they did not realize that certain careers require 
short training courses while others might require university degrees. 
Summary 
In summary, the participatory dialogues with students and the discussions 
with parents reflected their experiences with the American system of schooling. Due 
to the openness of the research questions, the reflections included both academically 
and socially related information. 
Some of the participants had a difficult time recalling details from their 
elementary years. For the most part, they recalled: (a) social issues involving 
friendships, (b) times when they were recognized for their accomplishments, (c) 
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instances of being reprimanded for their behaviors, (d) thoughts about their classroom 
teachers, and (e) difficulties associated with English language learning. Parents 
reported that they took their child to school everyday; in cases where both parents 
worked, a relative or close friend fulfilled this responsibility. Most parents 
remembered attending conferences and some recalled being present at other school-
wide events. 
Five of the six participants felt apprehensive about entering junior high 
school. Experiences focused in the following areas: (a) adaptation to school structure, 
(b) student-teacher interactions, (c) peer influence, (d) difficulties associated with 
English and (e) homework issues. One course in particular was effective in orienting 
three participants to remain in the college prep track and to begin thinking about 
college life. Parents noticed that the communication between the home and school 
was practically nonexistent. This contrasted greatly with their experiences at the 
elementary level. 
As they entered high school, most participants maintained their level of 
academic standing except for one student who gradually dropped from college prep 
courses to standard courses in her freshman and sophomore years. As might be 
expected, high school experiences were influenced both academically and socially. 
The following generative themes emerged from the dialogues: (a) vision of higher 
learning and employment, (b) resiliency towards forces that act to detour the student 
from the academics, (c) resistance to institutional forces that impact students 
negatively, (d) awareness of the immediate surroundings, (e) family issues that could 
potentially affect students, (f) the impact of social life and identity issues on studies, 
and (g) lack of trust/confidence as a result of negative experiences in the schools. 
Parents' experiences at the high school level showed no improvement in 
communication. 
In addition to identifying areas of concern in the parent discourses, major 
ideas surfaced from the discussions. These included: (a) communication with the 
schools at all levels, (b) importance of formal education, (c) memories of the 
homeland, and (d) a mother's advice. 
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In general, there were a total of three different experiential patterns of 
academic achievement or underachievement that arose from the dialogues. These 
patterns appeared to have started at the elementary level and the beginning of junior 
high school and carried on into the students' high school years. For the most part, the 
student's academic track dictated the quality of her education, as well as the attention 
she received from school officials, mainly teachers. Effort to improve academic 
performance, such as the opportunity class that targets freshman and sophomore 
students, was temporary and this study was not able to determine long-term effects. 
In totality, the study provides a picture of the struggles and successes of a 
particular group of female students and their parents. This view may provide valuable 
information for similar populations that are faced with the American system of 
schooling and its most evident institutional barriers to a just education. The study may 
also be a springboard from which to organize parents in support of their children's 
education and encourage them to become advocates for their children. 
CHAPTER V 
Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations 
Summary 
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The purpose of this study was to examine the American educational 
experiences of first and second-generation Mexican immigrant female students and 
their reflections concerning improvements that can be made in the existing school 
system. The study focused specifically on female students due to the Latina's high 
dropout rate in the U.S. According to existing research, the educational status of 
children of immigrants is an area that requires further exploration. In attempts to 
gather a more complete picture of home and school factors, students' parents were 
also invited to share their experiences associated with public schooling. Through open 
dialogues, students shared their positive and negative experiences within the school 
environment, as well as their difficulties in the social realm. Parents illuminated the 
problems they encountered as they tried to comprehend the American system of 
schooling while guiding their children. 
The research questions were formulated from the following realities: (a) the 
reality that some of my former students were doing well in school whereas others 
were not, (b) the literature review that consistently highlights the "marginalization" of 
Mexican immigrants and people of Mexican-origin in the Southwest, and (c) present 
day statistical data that identify the Latina as especially vulnerable to dropping out of 
school. In keeping with the spirit of participatory research, the research questions 
were left open to modification throughout the study. 
Due to the fact that the participants were my former students, entry into the 
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community was a relatively easy process. Parents remembered me well and our 
sessions seemed like a reunion. I grew up in the same community and my parents' 
home is just minutes by foot from the participants' homes. As students in junior high 
and high school, some of the participants continued to visit me at the elementary 
school. 
I began the process of selecting participants by inviting the group of female 
students for an informal discussion. In speaking with them, I realized that some were 
doing exceptionally well in school while others were having difficulties, exemplified 
by a withdrawal from the school environment. After explaining the study and my own 
educational endeavor, I allowed the students some time to consider if they would be 
interested in participating. Students who were interested in participating were asked 
to contact me by a specified date. After another informal meeting, I invited six 
students to join the study. At this point, I had the students ask their parents if they 
would like to participate in the study and all of them agreed. I then scheduled a 
meeting with each of the parents to explain the study and to secure their permission. 
The initial dialogues were scheduled according to the students' availability. 
Each session was tape recorded, transcribed and submitted to each student within 
three days of the dialogue. The students were given approximately one week to 
review and edit the transcription. Meanwhile, the researcher analyzed each 
transcription for possible themes and discussed the themes relative to each student 
before embarking on the second dialogue. 
The second round of dialogues focused on the following areas: (a) themes 
generated in the first dialogue, (b) outstanding questions that remained unanswered, 
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and (c) clarification of issues that were raised in the first dialogue. The transcriptions 
of the second dialogues were handled in the same manner as the first set; the students 
were given ample time to read and edit before all the transcriptions, from first and 
second dialogues, were analyzed by the researcher and included in the text of this 
study. 
After completing the dialogue sessions with the students, interviews with the 
parents were scheduled at their convenience. In some cases only one parent 
participated in the interview. Unlike the students' dialogues, meetings with parents 
followed an interview-like format whereby parents were asked to respond to a 
specific set of questions. These questions were given to parents one-week ahead of 
time for reflection. Like the student dialogues, the parent interviews were transcribed 
and excerpts from the transcriptions were integrated alongside their daughters' 
experiences. In addition, a separate section of the findings highlighted the main ideas 
from the parental interviews. 
The information to follow summarizes the reflections of both the students and 
parents and provides suggestions for ameliorating conditions in the existing 
educational system. 
Conclusions 
Research Question 1: What are the experiences at home and school that have 
contributed to the academic achievement or academic underachievement of first and 
second-generation Mexican immigrant female students, as related by the students and 
their parents? 
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Students at school. 
Teachers: Given the close interactions between teacher and student, it is not 
surprising that participants spoke extensively about their teachers. In general, students 
in the standard track had many more negative experiences to recall than students in 
the college prep track. Events that did not make students feel secure were much more 
overt in the standard classes and covert in the college prep classes. 
Teachers in the college prep classes tended to "care" about their students. 
They showed this by: (a) acknowledging students individually, (b) asking students 
questions and listening to their responses with interest, (c) explaining lessons in a 
step-by-step fashion to facilitate understanding, (d) relating the curriculum to real life 
experiences, especially those of the students, (0 developing cooperative learning 
opportunities, (g) drawing on students' previous knowledge, (h) clarifying 
expectations and holding students accountable, (i) availing themselves outside the 
normal class hours, and (j) sharing their personal stories which inspired students to 
reflect on their own lives. 
On the other hand, students in the college prep classes also reported that 
teachers were sometimes not clear with their expectations, placing them in a 
precarious position grade-wise. They also noted that some teachers tended to devote 
more time to the higher achieving students, encouraging them to raise their grades 
further. They expressed frustrations at the fact that teachers do nothing about English-
only speaking students who laugh at Mexican-origin students' accents in class. 
Contrary to the aforementioned description of teachers in college prep 
courses, "standard teachers" did not normally display the above characteristics. In 
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fact, teachers engaged in exchanges with students that resulted in teachers openly 
saying that they didn't care if the student showed up to class or not. Students talked 
about not receiving explanations for assignments and that teachers didn't always ask 
for assignments nor did they consistently return students' work. Student assignments 
were typified as copying exercises from the chalkboard and completing worksheets; 
student knowledge was not a part of the learning process. In a class where the teacher 
was frequently absent, there were occasions when a substitute did not show up and 
the classroom became a place where truant students arrived to pass the time. 
It is extremely important to note that the teacher in the "opportunity class," 
where "high risk" students were sent for one semester, displayed the characteristics of 
the college prep teachers, rather than standard teachers. The participant who attended 
opportunity class improved her grades and joined with other students to request an 
additional semester in the opportunity-learning environment; the request was denied. 
Counselors: All participants agreed that counselors were virtually invisible, 
with the ratio of counselors to students at about 1 to 350. Under these conditions, 
students had to seek out the counselors. Normally counselors were present when 
students were either moved from college prep to standard courses, due to failing 
grades, or when a student was losing a considerable number of credits. 
Shortage of space: Participants in college prep courses reported that students 
who merited a college prep course were prevented from taking such courses due to a 
shortage of space. One participant reported that a senior friend, who needed an 
English 4 course, was placed in a junior class. 
Bilingual programs: There was confusion reported in terms of the bilingual 
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programs, as experienced by these students. One student claimed to have been 
switched between English-only and bilingual classes, without a logical progression 
from Spanish to English reading. In another case, a student wondered why she 
remained in Spanish-only courses through junior high school while her schoolmates 
had English-only classes, despite the fact that she and her schoolmates began the 
same bilingual program as kindergartners. 
Bilingualism/biculturalism: Participants in the college prep track tended to 
view their bilingualism/biculturalism as an advantage in the school setting, noting that 
it allowed them to interact with more people. They also stated that being bilingual 
would be helpful in the employment arena someday. Although the students in the 
regular track are bilingual and bicultural to varying degrees, they felt limited in their 
ability to speak the two languages fluently and they did not necessarily view two 
languages as an asset. One participant continues to struggle with English specifically. 
These findings show that the participants' bilingualism may not be 
comparable, as the college bound group appears to be true bilinguals, while the others 
have undergone a "subtractive" process. Such results might indicate that students are 
more prone to subtractive conditions due to their regular track programs. The teacher-
student interactions in these classroom settings did not reflect a community of 
learners. As reported by the participants, students were not engaged in their learning 
and teachers did not take active roles in creating student interest. 
However, let us not overlook the fact that one college bound student described 
being challenged by her peers about her Mexicanness. Compared to the other two 
college bound students, her home and church life involved a considerable amount of 
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English. The other two students were accustomed to speaking Spanish with members 
of their immediate and extended families. They felt it was disrespectful not to 
converse in Spanish with their older relatives. 
Nevertheless, the participants with the stronger bilingual skills tended to: (a) 
maintain a positive outlook concerning their educational plans, (b) nurture a belief in 
self that generated confidence in order to confront challenges in the school 
environment, and (c) gain access to social capital (seep. 213) in their lives. It is 
absolutely necessary to understand that these characteristics stemmed from the 
students themselves, not from their educational programs. When asked to examine 
their school day, they were able to identify events of exclusion, rather than inclusion. 
Thus, these students were succeeding despite the odds. 
Discrimination: All participants felt that discrimination was alive and well in 
the school environment. "Popular students" received more attention from school 
officials and they were the only students who were able to float between different 
social groups. Some students noted how recently arrived Mexican immigrants faced 
direct displays of discrimination from U.S. born Mexican-origin students and other 
English-only speaking students; the immigrants were verbally taunted in the 
hallways. Likewise, immigrants adapted to the "segregated code of behavior," and in 
some cases, refused to associate with Mexican-origin students who appeared to be 
"Americanized." 
Peers: Some participants told how strongly their peer group dictated their 
behavior, causing them to modify their intentions of attending class and conforming 
to school rules. 
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Students at home. 
Homework: When students reached third or fourth grade, and their homework 
was primarily in English, there was little assistance in the home environment, except 
for older siblings in some cases. At the high school level, college prep students 
complained of having too much homework, especially those who had commitments in 
the home. They told how their parents did not understand the amount of homework 
nor the time it took to fulfill such assignments. 
Family obligations: Some students felt that family obligations impacted their 
grades by not allowing ample time for homework. The combination of home and 
school responsibilities also prevented them from participating in extracurricular 
activities. 
Family conditions: Certain family conditions caused tension for students, such 
as marital break-ups. 
Parents and the school. 
Communication: The difficulty of communicating with the schools was of 
critical concern for parents, especially after the elementary years. They regretted not 
having parent-teacher conferences. Unlike the one teacher classroom, parents had no 
idea who to tum to for information concerning their child's progress. They felt that 
students were not being monitored sufficiently. Parents were normally notified when 
something was "wrong" and in some cases, information never reached the home. 
English-only documents such as report cards and progress reports were not 
comprehensible to parents. 
Questions: Parents of students in the standard track questioned whether 
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students were receiving a quality education. One parent empathized with students, 
understanding that a student's choice not to go to class might be merited due to 
classroom circumstances. Another parent expressed the desire to enter classrooms and 
to explain the meaning of respect to students and teachers alike. 
Parents at home. 
Verbal encouragement: The most common form of parental support involved 
verbal encouragement, which varied in content. While some parents motivated their 
children with the phrase "echarle ganas" [to approach school with desire], others used 
teachable moments to highlight respectable behavior and goal setting. In addition to 
underscoring the importance of education, verbal encouragement sometimes included 
emotional and spiritual support. A universal aspect of verbal encouragement was that 
succeeding in school was ultimately up to the student. Some mothers repeatedly 
transmitted the idea to their daughters that choosing their own career was of utmost 
importance but mothers refrained from making suggestions. 
Homework: Although all parents felt they could be of little help in regards to 
homework, they encouraged older siblings to serve as mentors and they normally 
allowed ample time for daughters to do their homework. In one case, husband and 
wife disagreed on homework policy in the home. The father wanted their children to 
limit time spent with technological devices such as telephones, televisions, and CD 
players; the mother felt differently. 
Practical teaching: One parent conveyed the hard reality of unskilled labor by 
having the daughter assist her with house cleaning. The aim was to refocus her 
daughter on studies by relating what life would be without an education. Other 
parents regretted not having provided this experience for their children; one 
mentioned taking her children to work in the agricultural fields. 
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Employment: Sometimes parents faced a dilemma in allowing their daughters 
to seek employment. Some believed that daughters would lose interest in their 
studies, while others believed that employment was an excellent way of learning 
about finances. 
Technology: In general, the overuse of technological devices created tension 
in some households. In some cases, parents refused to have Internet service, feeling 
that it would expose their daughter and other children to inappropriate material. 
Disappointment: Some parents expressed disappointment with their daughters, 
emphasizing how they were not taking advantage of the opportunity to become 
"educated." 
Research Question 2: What are some recommendations in the existing educational 
system that can be undertaken in order to improve educational achievement, as 
suggested by first and second-generation Mexican immigrant female students and 
their parents? (e.g., structural and curriculum changes, as well as changes associated 
with institutional agents) 
Students. 
Teachers: Most simply put, all of the participants want "better teachers" in 
their lives, starting with teachers who acknowledge them as individuals of integrity. 
Better teachers were described as those having the same qualities typically found in 
teachers who interact with college prep, honors, and advance placement students. In 
addition, students stressed that teachers need to "actually teach" and continue to 
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explain, with patience, until students understand. They specifically mentioned hiring 
young teachers since they felt that younger teachers have a better chance of 
understanding students because they know what students "are into." Young teachers 
are thought to understand the present dilemmas in life, whereas, older teachers "don't 
change." It was important to students that they fully comprehend teachers' 
expectations, as this created much confusion during the semester. For example, 
students were graded on ''participation" yet they were unclear about the concept's 
meaning in the classroom context. Students felt that "better substitutes" should be 
hired, substitute teachers who know the subject matter and who are able to assist 
students. 
In terms of organizing classroom activities, students want more group 
assignments, hands-on projects, discovery type learning, and above all, choices in 
their learning programs. 
Counselors: Participants requested that counselors create more college prep 
classes so that everyone could be properly accommodated. They also recommended 
that those students who were not working, be removed from college prep classes, and 
replaced by more hardworking and deserving students who were in standard classes. 
Participants felt that counselors should encourage "lazy students" who choose the 
"easy way out," to take more challenging classes. According to participants, some of 
these students deliberately remain in standard classes due to easier work and the 
opportunity to earn "higher grades." 
Bilingual programs: Two participants requested that school officials be held 
accountable for directing quality bilingual programs; they questioned how and when 
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Spanish and English should be utilized. 
Parents. 
Communication: In terms of communication, parents recommended that 
schools contact them ahead of time about issues involving their children. Parents felt 
that immediate notification would allow their interventions to ameliorate situations 
before they worsened. They requested bilingual documents to facilitate their 
understanding of students' progress and other important items. Some parents 
requested that parent-teacher conferences be implemented at the junior high and high 
school levels. 
Homework: In terms of homework, the parent of a college prep participant 
called for a reduction in the amount of daily homework. Another parent suggested 
creating a homework service whereby children could call and get assistance with 
homework by telephone. 
It was interesting to find that two parents came up with many of the same 
recommendations and suggested that parents organize a meeting with school officials. 
Their recommendations included: (a) eliminating physical education (P.E.), aerobics, 
dance, etc., and devoting this time to the academics, (b) adopting a dress code or 
uniform to reduce the distractions brought on by appearances, (c) executing authority 
in the school environment, and (d) instilling in both teachers and students a conduct 
of respect. Parents felt that P.E., aerobics and dance should be scheduled after the 
normal school day. 
Other recommendations included: 
• Teachers should motivate students. 
• School officials should assist parents in getting their daughters to focus on 
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school. 
• Teachers and other school officials should "care" about every student. 
• Administrators should address the high teacher turnover rate. 
• Parents should come together and educate themselves on how to monitor the 
use of technological devices at home. 
Research Question 3: What are the experiential patterns of first and second-
generation Mexican immigrant female students, as expressed by students and parents, 
which have led to academic failure or success? 
The following narratives describe three different experiential patterns found in 
the educational experiences of students in this study, as well as their parents' 
reflections. The patterns begin at the elementary or junior high school level and 
continue on to the present. This does not mean that these patterns are in any way 
absolute; instead, they give a general progression of how the educational development 
of the participants advanced over time. For example, one participant in the study 
began in college prep courses and was later switched to standard level courses. Those 
participants who were having difficulties in college prep math chose not to see 
counselors because they would be moved to a lower level math class; this procedure 
was typical and well known to students. In another case, a college prep student was 
told by the counselor that her English essay was not "good enough" for her to be 
enrolled in honors English. 
Although attention to the academics shows a general change in some students 
as they begin junior high school, this does not mean that students met with no 
challenges in elementary school. Two participants described some impressionable 
negative experiences associated with English language learning in elementary school. 
These past experiences have shadowed one of the participants into her high school 
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years. 
Type A student, as exemplified in this ~tudy by Ale, Jane, and Juanita. 
This student is identified at the sixth grade level as potential "college 
material" and subsequently enrolled in AVID, a regular daily course that concentrates 
on study skills and inculcating the student with the idea of going to college. For the 
most part, the student is surrounded by adults (teachers, administrators, and other 
school personnel), who "care" because this is the student who will go on to higher 
learning. The adults are agents with institutional resources that expose the student to 
the ins and outs of the educational system, particularly in courses like AVID. The 
student's class schedule is filled with the more experienced teachers at the school, 
teachers who have a genuine interest in their own careers, as well as concern for the 
student's academic development and general well being. The environment of the 
classroom promotes learning through various media and welcomes the student's prior 
knowledge. 
The student remains on the same pathway as she enters high school. Even 
though some information may not reach the student due to the inevitable confusion 
found on larger campuses, school officials continue to transmit institutional resources. 
At the same time, the student has been on the pathway long enough to understand 
how to seek and receive help. She has also been around other students who are 
planning futures that encompass higher education. Since the student is labeled as 
"college bound," she meets with fewer institutional barriers, such as teachers who 
have no time for extra help. In cases where the student does meet with barriers, she 
has developed a level of resiliency that enables her to overcome challenges. An acute 
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sense of awareness permits her to analyze, discern, and draw conclusions from a 
number of perspectives. When someone outside her domain has created a problem, 
she rationalizes that it must be resolved by sources outside her jurisdiction. In the 
same way, the student has developed a mechanism of self-reflection and the ability to 
problem-solve if the dilemma does indeed require her attention. 
While the student is continually building her confidence in the academic 
arena, she is also developing a strong self-identity, which is sustained by bilingual 
and bicultural characteristics that partially stem from the home environment. The 
student believes in herself, as she was created, not by what someone else is telling 
her. This inner strength revalidates an appreciation for the culture and language in the 
home and conceptualizes contrasting aspects in the home and dominant environment 
as truths in their own right. This enables her to comprehend and appreciate her 
parents' verbal encouragement; she may even value her parents' reference to life in 
the homeland, as compared to present conditions. 
Thus, the student is able to shift between the two worlds (home and school) 
while meeting with success in both. The further the student progresses in her 
educational endeavor the more distinctive, yet navigable these two worlds become, 
without either of them profiting at the expense of the other. Along this pathway, the 
student may be forced to conform to the established protocol but this conventional 
behavior is forfeited due to the paybacks sighted in the future. 
Other than verbal encouragement, parents may have little to do with the 
schools and student A's academic achievement. However, the home is characterized 
as a loving environment, which supports the student emotionally, and often times 
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spiritually. 
Type B student, as exemplified in this study by Brenda and Joanna. 
This student might excel in elementary school but "things fall apart" rapidly in 
junior high school. Due to the poor quality of courses or personal situations, the 
student begins to direct her attention to events outside the realm of academia. There is 
absolutely no one, in the way of school personnel, to take notice and attend to the 
student's problems. Parents may be working and providing the basic necessities in 
life. They do not understand the school structure and the opportunity for students not 
to attend class. They assume that school officials are doing their job. A language 
barrier may keep them from inquiring about their daughter's progress. Above all, they 
may not notice that the student is going through changes; they often rely on their 
daughter's account of school life. 
This student does not normally have teachers who are interested in designing 
creative learning activities that will be of interest to students. The classroom 
conditions do not normally expose students to the possibilities in life nor do they 
project future plans. Probably the most detrimental aspect of the setting may be that 
the teacher has no interest in the student's life or her thoughts. Learning is often 
characterized by rote or routine tasks that are described as "boring." 
Soon institutional agents label the student as a "non-achiever," both socially 
and academically. The need for recognition and a search for self-identity may cause 
the student to make her peer group the central focus in her life. Surrounded by her 
peers in the school and neighborhood environments, the student feels cared for and 
acknowledged, feelings that she was not receiving from school officials. The student 
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begins to skip classes and does this in solidarity with other students, hiding in areas 
where school officials do not look. 
As the student enters high school, the established pattern of cutting class 
continues; it also becomes more inviting since some students have vehicles. There 
may be an initial lull in the behavior as the student becomes accustomed to the larger 
school and higher number of students. However, classroom conditions mirror those 
found at the junior high school and soon, the student has reverted to her resistant 
behavior, all the while becoming better at escaping a place that has nothing to offer 
her. The recognition that was faltering in junior high is likewise impossible to find in 
high school. 
The counselor to student ratio makes consistent personal attention impossible 
for most students, with counselors directing their attention to "high-achieving" 
students or "high risk" students whose cases have become serious enough to demand 
attention. At the same time, the student asks herself, "Why seek help?" She has 
absolutely no reason to place confidence in the system. Nevertheless, parents try to 
intervene but their monitoring is limited, as one student described in this study. 
Parents provide constant verbal encouragement but the student knows that "ganas" 
[desire] is not enough. In some cases, the student might have older siblings who have 
met with the same school atmosphere; this cycle may communicate to the family the 
existence of an adversarial system. 
Furthermore, the established pattern of behavior has serious implications due 
to graduation requirements and mandatory exiting exams. She begins to lose credits 
and may be labeled at "high risk," qualifying her for opportunity class. Unfortunately, 
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opportunity class is a temporary condition that places a band-aid on a wound that is 
much too large to cure as such. The student is expected to improve in one semester 
after "failing" for years. Nevertheless, the student makes substantial gains only to be 
returned to the environment that sent her to opportunity in the first place. Why does 
she show academic and social growth in opportunity class? Because someone finally 
cares, someone has stopped to connect the classroom environment to the student and 
life after formal education. Someone has asked, "Where are you going?" 
The parent may continue to offer verbal encouragement but doesn't realize 
that the system has failed her daughter. The student, on the other hand, sees how her 
parents' encouragement has no meaning in a place that counteracts her very 
existence. 
Type C student, as exemplified in this study by Blanca. 
Like type B student, this student does not benefit academically from the 
existing system. Her academic experiences in elementary school may not have 
allowed her to develop competencies in her studies, including English language 
development. She may also have experienced social problems at a young age. At the 
junior high and high school levels, she doesn't necessarily become resistant nor does 
she absent herself from class. Instead, she does not completely participate in learning 
activities by not submitting work regularly or by avoiding assignments that she fears, 
such as public speaking. Nevertheless, she believes whole-heartedly in becoming 
educated and she constantly "strategizes" how to maintain a viable student profile in a 
system where she is virtually invisible. She develops this ability to "keep up," and as 
one student said in the study, No mas me pasaban [They just passed me]. She is the 
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kind of student who is so quiet and so well behaved that she can easily be overlooked 
by a number of nonobservant teachers. Eventually a semi non-participant behavior is 
adopted, and due to a lack of confidence in completing schoolwork, and the 
repetitious, No puedo [I can't], the student questions her own confidence. This 
reduces her ability to seek help, thinking that others will doubt her, as she doubts 
herself. 
At the high school level, this student becomes increasingly "lost" in the 
crowd. She may find a couple of teachers who take interest and thus, make some 
improvement but for the most part her efforts remain marginal. Her parents encourage 
her verbally but don't fully understand the root of the problem, which might be 
academic, as well as social. She develops strong relationships at home in her native 
language and culture; this helps to build a positive identity in the home environment 
yet does not carry over into the school setting. As a result of this pattern, this student 
may feel uninhibited among family members or people she knows, but when taken 
out of this context, her mind-set prevents her from attempting new learning 
opportunities. Like student B, it is questionable whether this student will gain enough 
credits towards graduation or be able to pass exit exams. 
Social Capital 
The experiential patterns just described necessitate the mention of social 
capital within the lives of the participants. As described by Stanton-Salazar & 
Dornbusch (1995), these are relationships that provide knowledge-based resources 
concerning American schooling. For example, in the school setting such a 
relationship is possible between the student and a school official (administrator, 
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counselor, teacher, career officer or other knowledgeable staff). Outside the school 
environment, the student may have access to a relative or friend who, as a result of 
her own experience, is able to transmit institutional information. The information 
below identifies those individuals in the participants' lives who I felt fit the 
description of providing knowledge-based resources. There were no parents in this 








Social Capital: Knowledge-based Resources 
! aunt, ! uncle, ! cousin 





Ale's aunt is a student who is presently attending college to become a 
bilingual teacher. Her uncle plans to attend college or a music school and her 
cousin studied accounting at a state university. Due to her status as a college 
prep student, Ale spends much time around students who are planning their 
futures in higher education. 
Juanita has a stepsister who is a schoolteacher and a brother-in-law who is a 
university professor. Although they live in the state of Washington, she has 
visited them and they keep in close contact. Juanita's nephew is a senior at 
Stanford University. Like Ale, Juanita is a college prep student who takes 
particular interest in knowing what other college prep students are planning 
after high school. In addition, Juanita's father has an understanding of college 
finances due to his experience of sending his older children to college. 
Jane has a sister in the home that is attending a two-year college; she plans to 
transfer to a four-year university. Like Ale and Juanita, Jane is enrolled in 
college prep courses. 
Blanca, Brenda, and Joanna did not seem to have any knowledge-based 
resource people in their lives. They are enrolled in standard courses. 
Although none of the parents fit the knowledge-based resource description, it is 
important to note that they provide their daughters with a loving, caring home life. 
This in itself is a great contribution in today's American society. 
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Recommendations Made by the Researcher to Improve the Educational Programs for 
First and Second Generation Mexican Immigrant Female Students 
As researcher and educator, this study gave me the opportunity to outline a 
number of recommendations that would clearly make a difference in the participants' 
lives, as well as other students who are receiving a substandard education. In the 
following paragraphs I addressed the issues that were brought up by the parents and 
students in the study; I also contributed my own thoughts. 
Parents 
Similar to numerous other studies, the disconnection between parents and the 
schools is illuminated in this study. Parents who are not members of the dominant 
group remain on the margins of the school community, much like their children who 
are not labeled "successful" or worthy of a just education. Rather than suggest what 
has already been suggested a thousand times over, I will not suggest that the schools 
"do this or do that for parents!" As suggested by two parent participants, parents need 
to organize themselves as advocates for their children and force themselves upon the 
schools. 
The first part of this movement would be to shadow their children at school 
and become researchers themselves. It would be the best way to understand that 
world, which is so far removed from parents that neither parent nor child can enter 
into an authentic discussion until the parents know exactly what the child faces in the 
school environment. At the same time, the mere presence of parents on campus can 
serve as a catalyst in holding school officials accountable for their children's 
education. 
Next, I would suggest that parents list their questions to be addressed by 
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school officials and schedule a meeting with administrators. Incidentally, parents 
should be prepared to take along their own translator and not depend on the schools to 
provide such a service. The meetings would outline the issues to be covered and the 
time-line in which to address them. 
All this sounds great but how do we get the ball to roll? As one parent from 
the study noted, he needs a person to collaborate with in order to organize parents to 
address certain school issues. By this, he meant someone who is bilingual and knows 
the system. This parent's orientation was influenced by his personal encounter with 
social justice, stemming from his discriminatory treatment as an employee. In his role 
as a crew boss, he persuaded his supervisor to allow him to organize a group of 
laborers, rather than simply firing them due to poor work quality. In an open 
discussion, the group organized itself and no jobs were lost. In regards to creating 
change in the school environment, the question becomes, who will act as a bridge 
between parents and school officials? Delgado-Gaitan (1991) tells how her research 
caused her to evolve from ethnographer to observer/participant to an advocate for 
parents and their children. 
Administration 
Above I mentioned that I wasn't going to make suggestions for the schools. 
Instead, parents will make demands; they will exercise their children's rights 
contained in the "justice for all" proposition of this nation's pledge. The least 
complicated demand is to make all written communication bilingual, especially 
documents associated with the students' academic development. The schools in this 
study have a significant population of Mexican-origin students who speak Spanish in 
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the home. 
On the other hand, the study indicated that providing Spanish translations of 
school documents is not enough in making educational programs understandable for 
parents. The lack of social capital, that is, the human relationships that provide 
knowledge concerning the educational experience, was evident when I found myself 
explaining how the schools operate to parents who had never heard the information. 
Parents had not even received an explanation of the basic premise concerning 
bilingual education, yet their children went through the program. They were unaware 
of the tracking system that would ultimately dictate their children's future. They did 
not comprehend their daughters' academic reports and more importantly, the validity 
of grades relative to the particular educational track. Given these facts, how can 
parents rally for their children's intellectual development? How can they become 
informed and move towards change? Obviously they need help to discover their 
potential as advocates in our "arenas of injustice" (Keniston et al, 1977, p. 41). 
Other demands originating from the study include: (a) hiring teachers who 
have an interest in students, (b) evaluating the competency and truthfulness of school 
officials at all levels who are in charge of steering bilingual and pull-out programs, 
and (c) revising the readmit system at the high school level so that students do not 
have three days to inform their teachers as to why they were absent. 
These demands are not new. They are repeated over and over again in 
numerous studies. The point is that the system continues to fail members of 
marginalized groups. If we assume that the system has no honest interest in educating 
such groups - and there is substantial evidence to indicate this hard reality - then the 
system is operating efficiently. 
Administratorsfl' eachers 
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Schools function when there is an incredible amount of teamwork, especially 
between teachers who are at the grass roots level and administrators who are 
responsible for the means. Just as teacher-student relationships are negotiated in the 
classroom (Cummins, 1996), administrators and teachers must also negotiate 
relationships at the school site. Since I have a sister, who teaches at the high school in 
the study, I know that adult relations need improvement. Given this fact, here are a 
few recommendations: (a) devote the first week of school to "human relations week" 
and begin to build community across campus, (b) address the issue of segregation on 
campus by inviting students into the discussion, (c) inculcate the school environment 
with respect by adult role modeling, (d) implement after school programs, targeting 
students who do not get academic help at home, (e) monitor closely those students 
who are showing initial signs of distancing themselves from school, (f) make every 
classroom an equitable learning community, and (g) communicate with parents! This 
is one ball game where we can all be on the same side, no? 
Unfortunately, the question is not one of sides but one of will. Thus, the real 
question becomes: Do we want to truly educate every child who enters our nation's 
schools? How is it possible for a system, driven by decades of not educating 
particular groups, change? Are we truly interested in all people or is it simply a cover 
up, wanting to appear as though we are "educating" children? Has the system, in its 
agenda to exclude certain groups, become more sophisticated by adopting covert 
measures in order to maintain the status quo? Why is it that those of us who are true 
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advocates for children are able to answer these questions easily, while others claim 
that they represent untruths? 
Teachers 
Teachers and students need to face each other as unique individuals, with 
unique stories. During human relations week, their mission would be to uncover these 
stories by allowing students to choose the manner in which they would like to express 
themselves. Teachers, working as facilitators, need to bring the world into the 
classroom by integrating the students' knowledge with new knowledge. This means 
designing activities that entail interaction between everyone in the learning 
community. 
In addressing the struggles of first year teachers, senior teachers could "adopt" 
new teachers and serve as walking resources on campus. A new teacher spends far 
too much time trying to understand trivial yet necessary matters that could be easily 
explained by a veteran teacher. 
Tracking System 
The segregation of students into differing academic tracks is a deliberate act 
on the part of the American educational system. Students are identified and labeled 
early on as either having potential or not having potential for academic excellence. 
Although this labeling and subsequent permanence surfaced at the junior high school 
level, differences in teacher expectations during the elementary years probably led to 
this eventual tracking. 
Once labeled and placed in standard courses, students receive academic 
instruction that is characterized by inferior learning environments, which further 
perpetuate and establish a system that disempowers a large majority of students. 
Moving students out of their respective tracks and into courses that foster their 
intellectual development was not a consideration. 
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Simply put, the educational practice of tracking students in American schools 
is unethical and unjust. The only honest alternative is to disband this covert system 
that educates some at the expense of others. However, educators who support all 
students cannot accomplish this task alone. Such a movement requires the 
participation of child advocates in an act of social justice; this includes parents as well 
as community activists who are familiar with local, state, and federal politics. The 
first step, as would be the case in this study, is to inform and educate communities 
concerning the tracking phenomenon. As in this study, communities tend to victimize 
the students for their failure in the present system and in the process overlook the 
underlying truths concerning the discrepancies in public education. 
Counselors 
Here we face a reality check like no other! How are five counselors supposed 
to serve a student body of approximately 2,000 students? Given the constraints of 
most school budgets, to suggest hiring an army of counselors is a waste of breath. 
Then again, less money spent on standardized testing would enable schools to hire 
more than enough counselors and other needed personnel. 
Thus, under the existing conditions, I would suggest creating a mentorship 
program where senior and junior students serve as mentors for their younger 
schoolmates. Again, this could be promoted during human relations week. It may also 
be a way of breaking down the segregated groups on campus, especially those who 
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are linguistically separated and labeled as non-English speakers. Students are walking 
cultural and linguistic resources in schools that have the gift of diversity! Imagine the 
language acquisition that can arise when native speakers of English and Spanish 
spend time together. This mentorship plan may not address the counselors' duties in 
terms of class placements, disseminating college material, and addressing personal 
problems but it might create a more positive ambience that will contribute to a "sense 
of belonging" for all students in the school community. This alone might relieve 
student anxiety and promote human goodness. 
Institutional Barriers 
In addition to focusing on the tracking system, one of my curiosities that 
evolved while reviewing the literature for this study was to investigate the presence of 
other institutional barriers, as described by Stanton-Salazar (1997, 2001). Through the 
voices of the participants I learned that institutional barriers are alive and well at their 
school sites. When students cannot see a counselor, that's a barrier! When students 
cannot take a college prep class because there is no space, that's a barrier! When the 
quality of teaching and learning is inferior, that's a barrier! When teachers are absent 
for an extended length of time and there is no competent substitute, that's a barrier! 
These examples are drawn directly from the participants' dialogues and I'm sure there 
are many more. 
Until institutional barriers are removed, students from marginalized groups 
will continue to struggle in the American system of schooling, guarding themselves 
from what Valenzuela (1999) terms "subtractive schooling." Imagine the existing 
situation in this way: Some students get up every morning to experience the school 
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environment as an additive endeavor. Other students get up every morning to face a 
school environment that subtracts their very beings. To reiterate M. Swirez-Orozco's 
( 1998) question, "Why is it that some immigrant children [and other marginalized 
students] thrive in schools while others give up on schools as the route to a better 
tomorrow (p. 21)?" Amazingly enough, a mother in this study asked the hull's eye 
question: -;,Por que otrosjovenes esttin aqui (demos/rondo con su mono subida en el 
aire), por que? Porque son inteligentes o ;,por que? Siempre, ese es mi punto. - [Why 
are other youths here (motioning with a raised hand), why? Because they're 
intelligent or why? That has always been my point]. The institutional barriers 
revealed in this study follow the traditional American course of schooling, that of 
consistently maintaining certain groups on the margins. 
Reflections on the Dialogical Process 
There is no doubt that the dialogical process allowed student participants, for 
the first time in their lives, to describe their educational experiences and to question 
why the present reality exists. Their voices, transformed to the written word, 
permitted us to describe, evaluate and react to a world that has gone unquestioned, yet 
a world that has controlled their very beings. As the dialogues gained intensity, the 
students seemed to awaken to realities that had gone unnoticed. For instance, those in 
the academic courses initially claimed that they had equitable treatment in the 
classroom and then later recalled how certain students received more teacher 
attention. The dialogues served as vehicles of conceptualization for those students 
who defined their resistance, characterized by truancy or withdrawing from classroom 
activities. It was obvious that the students were reflecting on their past and present 
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circumstances for the first time. For this reason, I feel that an extension of these 
dialogues would lead to further discoveries and possible solutions to the institutional 
barriers that surfaced in the dialogues. 
Like the students in the study, the parents verbalized their experiences and 
concerns for the first time. It was as though they had never been led to reflect on the 
authoritative environment of the school. Again, the nature of the dialogical process 
allowed this activity to materialize, and due to the interaction with the researcher, the 
parents learned a bit more about the American schooling system. At times, the parents 
seemed almost embarrassed to tell about the little contact they had experienced with 
the schools. This in tum made them question their parental responsibilities and in 
some cases, caused them to criticize their actions. 
Listening to the voices of daughters and parents together helped to paint a 
more complete image of the educational experiences. The discussion of family 
interactions in the home explained how parents and other family members affected 
the educational lives of their daughters. Allowing parents to talk about all their 
children provided a more complete idea of their attitudes and opinions towards formal 
schooling. For example, parents recounted periods in the life of their daughters that 
could not be related by the students due to their young ages. These descriptions 
helped to understand the formation of certain behaviors that were consistent in their 
daughters • development. In one case, a mother admitted that her daughter's shyness 
came from her. This particular characteristic proved to be troublesome for the 
daughter when it came to seeking help from school officials. 
At the same time, I feel that the dialogues were only the beginning of a 
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broader picture. The short time spent in reflection and discussion did not allow the 
students to act upon their world (Freire, 1970). This situation has left me somewhat 
disappointed; I feel that I began a journey that was abruptly abandoned due to the 
restrictions of the research time itself. With the addition of more time, I feel that the 
study group could perhaps have begun the phase of "action," with the expectations 
that participants would affect their circumstances in some way. In this particular 
study, the action phase would have required an involvement of an individual who 
would serve as a bilingual advocate with parents and students, someone with the 
knowledge of institutional practices, as described by Stanton-Salazar (1997, 2001) 
and Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch (1995). The significance of such an individual 
brings to mind Delgado-Gaitan's (1990, 1991) personal experience, the realization 
that improving the home-school connection required her to move from the role of 
ethnographer/researcher to one of advocacy. As her research progressed, this 
transformation became obligatory. 
Recommendations for Further Research 
Prior to offering recommendations for further study, I would like to offer a 
few suggestions associated with this study. For example, I feel that shadowing the 
students in the school environment could have enhanced my understanding of their 
worlds. This endeavor might help to further formulate the questions contained in the 
dialogic process. Although the presence of a visitor might cause students and the 
teacher to greatly alter the classroom setting, the visits might have given me a general 
idea of the environment. Eventually, some type of teacher-student interactions would 
have been observed. 
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Since this study focused on female students, it would be worthwhile to engage 
male students in the dialogic process to learn about their educational experiences in 
the same way. Afterwards, female and male responses could be examined for 
similarities and differences. In small group discussions, the students could then be 
given the opportunity to express their concerns and design a program that would 
facilitate their interest in school. My assumption here is that students would begin to 
feel empowered just knowing that others are sharing the same positive and/or 
negative feelings. The exercise would generate a sense of solidarity and eliminate or 
ameliorate the feeling of alienation. 
An extension of this study would be to conduct the dialogic process with 
teachers from college bound courses and those teachers in the standard courses. As 
the students in this study indicated, educators are not necessarily engaging in 
effective interactions with students. What are the needs and concerns of teachers, 
some of which are disempowered themselves? Like the students, are teachers in 
college bound courses treated differently from those in standard courses? Is there a 
support system for teachers? If we accept the notion that "human relations are at the 
heart of schooling" (Cummins, 1996, p. 1), does the system attend to these relations? 
Of course, the aforementioned process can be extended to other school officials. In 
addition, the dialogic process might be conducted in small group discussions of 
mixed groups, i.e., teachers, counselors, administrators and other staff. Such a group 
might suggest a completely new set of institutional goals. 
On the same note, further exploration of teacher-student relations can be 
conducted through dialogues between teachers and students. Perhaps in a small group 
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and away from the classroom environment, both groups might feel less confined by 
their traditional roles, i.e., achieving the ability to relate as human beings and not 
necessarily as teacher and student. 
In regards to the parents' role in the educational realm, it would be necessary 
to engage administrators and/or parent liaisons in a dialogic process that explores the 
officials' attitudes towards the students' home life and the school's parental 
programs. Are there programs in existence that actively engage parents who are not 
from the dominant group? If not, how can such programs be created? Unlike 
mainstream families, these parents are not familiar with a typical school day. Offering 
parental tours on a normal school day can serve as a springboard to an authentic 
home-school connection. 
Finally, there is always the possibility of applying recommendations 
(suggested by students, parents and researcher) to the existing system and then noting 
changes. Such a process would entail an ongoing dialogic process in which students 
are constantly reporting their experiences. 
Closing Remarks: A Repetition of Educational History 
At the time of this study, I was also teaching a course at the University of San 
Francisco. Since a good many of my students were teacher candidates in the area of 
history, I took the liberty of asking why history seems to repeat itself. Their answer: 
"Because people do not learn and the same mistakes are made over and over again." 
I cannot help but believe that the educational history of Mexican-origin people 
in the Southwest has been plagued with deliberate actions aimed at creating and 
maintaining a phenomenon of underachievement. Through a series of consistent 
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repetitive acts, the system has evolved in convincing certain marginalized groups that 
the failure is due to their own shortcomings, thus relinquishing any blame on the 
established order. Academic underachievement has overshadowed the Mexican-origin 
person through time by continually adopting new forms of control as society moves 
towards different levels of sophistication. Today, the "Mexican Schools" exist within 
the regular school, dictated by structural barriers and institutional agents who follow a 
sorting system. The functioning of these bodies serves to perpetuate racism, classism, 
and the determination to keep certain groups of students marginalized and oppressed. 
By implementing an agenda of schooling and controlling, rather than 
educating (Valenzuela, 1999), "underachieving students" are labeled as deficient due 
to self- determination. Add to this the cancerous social problems found at the lower 
socioeconomic levels of American society and we have an organizational structure 
that condemns people to a lifetime of struggle. As a result, the entire system of today 
mirrors the historical past. As far back as 1836, the dominant population used schools 
and other establishments to preserve social order (Handbook of Texas Online, 2000). 
The educational history of Mexican-origin people and other marginalized 
groups is indeed repeating itself, but not because we haven't learned from the past. 
We must understand that what we have learned is not conducive to the dominant 
population's agenda or the established order in which we find ourselves. This is why 
our voices are often silenced or disregarded. Our mission, as educators and 
community activists, is to join hands with the marginalized and become politically 
active as advocates for children's learning and social justice. The scene is a 
continuous struggle for rights that are ironically being denied in a society that upholds 
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its democratic ideals and echoes of freedom. 
Unless we understand that the United States' current pyramidal system 
requires a bottom row of unskilled/underemployed groups to preserve the disparity of 
value between labor and capital- we, as educators are merely going along for the ride 
and believing in a system that will never extensively improve the lives of 
marginalized groups. It is only in understanding this hard reality that we will realize 
that a series of political acts are essential. Otherwise, schools will continue to do the 
excellent job of failing certain students. 
Thus, in addition to students' and parents' voices, educators at all levels need 
to come together in solidarity and engage in transformative dialogues of political 
action. Professors at the university level need to prepare future teachers for the hard 
realities that await them. Philosophy of education courses and the educational history 
of the U.S. should be studied extensively to understand the public schools' report 
card. We need to elect political leaders whose agendas include the masses rather than 
the elite. We need to tap into resources that will support social change aimed at 
improving the human condition. Otherwise, schools and other institutions will 
continue to explore innovative ways of preserving the status quo. In the case of 
schools, institutional agents will continue to repeat educational history while 
prophesying a justice for all proposition. In the words of France {1924): ''To disarm 
the strong and arm the weak would be to subvert the social order ... Justice is the 
sanction of established injustice" {p. 27). 
It is clear to me now why I experienced stratification in my own education. 
Through exposure to history, I have come to understand the negative "positionality" 
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imposed on specific populations, which is then maintained by a pattern of oppression 
and constant denial. 
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Appendix A 
Questions to Guide the Dialogues 
1. What have been your educational experiences? (elementary school, junior 
high school, high school, bilingual programs, teachers, other school officials) 
2. How has your home life contributed to your educational development? 
(parents, sisters, brothers, other family members living with you or living 
elsewhere) 
3. How have experiences outside your home and school contributed to your 
learning? 
4. Has anyone encouraged you to do well in school or pursue an education? 
How has this person done this? Has he or she been a role model for you? 
5. Is getting an education important? (for you, for others) 
6. Who has influenced your life in anyway? (consider the home, school, and 
community environments) 
Let's focus on your high school years: 
7. How are you doing in high school? (grades, friends, family relationships, 
attitude) 
8. How would you describe yourself as a student? (one who studies a lot, one 
who just gets along, one who is bored, one who can't wait to leave) 
Let's talk a bit about bilingualism and the fact that you are a bilingual person, making 
it possible for you to communicate in two languages: 
9. How do you feel about being a bilingual person? Does being bilingual make 
you a special person? Do you value your language skills? Do others value 
your skills? 
10. Is it important for a person to be bilingual? (or multilingual) 
11. When do you use your two languages? Do you find it difficult to switch 
languages under different conditions? 
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Let's talk about what could be different: 
12. After thinking about your educational development and the person you are 
today, what would you have changed during this time? (you can refer to your 
school, your home, or any other setting "out there") 
13. What have you liked about going to school? Was school a comfortable place 
for you? If it was comfortable at one time, but then it changed, what changed 
it? If school was never a comfortable place for you, why? 
14. After thinking about the education you have received in the school 
environment, what changes would you make for other students like yourself? 
(in terms of being a native speaker of Spanish and having to learn English, in 
terms of having parents that have worked hard to support a home or parents 
who had to understand life in the U.S.) These changes might involve bilingual 
programs, the curriculum (what you were expected to learn), the overall 
school program, the teachers, the counselors, and other school officials. 
15. If you had an opportunity to talk with school officials in your past or present 
experience, what would you say to them? What would you say to your 
teachers? To your counselor? To your principal? 
Let's talk about your future a bit. LET YOUR WILD DREAMS FLY! 
16. What is important to you when you think about life? Of your future? 
17. Do you set goals (something to work towards) for yourself? If so, what are 
they? 
18. Do you plan steps that will help you achieve or get these goals? 
19. Do you believe that you have the power to direct your life? 
20. Will your education assist you in achieving these goals? 
Let's talk about other students that are of Mexican-origin. 
21. Do you see a difference in Mexicans that immigrated here recently as opposed 
to people of Mexican-origin who were born in the United States or came from 
Mexico when they were babies? What are these differences? How do these 
students do in school? 
Appendix B 
Questions to Guide Parents' Reflections 
1. Please talk about your reasons for coming to the United States. 
2. What are your ideas concerning the value of your child's education? 
3. What have been your experiences with American institutions of learning? 
(elementary, middle, and high school years) 
4. How have you contributed to your child's success? (home, school, and 
community environments) 
5. Did this help (Question 4) change as your child grew older? 
6. What future dreams do you have for your child? 
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7. Reflecting on your experiences, do you have any recommendations for school 
officials? (aides, teachers, support staff, principals, and other school staff) 
Appendix C 
Pies de adultos perezosos 
Pies de adultos perezosos 
(,por que dejaron morir Ia tradici6n 
y se olvidaron de Ia buena costumbre 
de darles a sus hijos educaci6n? 
Pies de adultos perezosos 
wor que se encierran a ver television 
y no salen a dar una vuelta 
a ver que haec su hijo menor? 
Pies de adultos perezosos 
i,por que no miran a 
Ia que esta en Ia calle 
haciendo cosas con los demas? 
-Hector 
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Dissertation Abstract 
When "Inclusion" Means Exclusion: A Participatory Research Journey into the 
Educational Experiences of First and Second-Generation Mexican Immigrant Females 
and Their Parents' Reflections 
Educational studies in the U.S. continue to show high dropout rates for Latinos. 
Due to the high poverty rates found in families headed by Latinas and the influx of 
Mexican immigrants into the U.S., this study focused on the educational experiences of 
first and second-generation Mexican immigrant females and their parents' reflections. 
While the root cause of academic underachievement has often been blamed on the 
shortcomings of students, this study discloses that underachievement is generated by 
school-wide policies, as well as deliberate actions on the part of school officials. Through 
transformative dialogues, aimed at revealing why some students benefit from schooling 
while others become increasingly disengaged from the school environment, six students 
explained how their academic track dictated the quality of their educational preparation. 
Using R. Stanton-Salazar's (2001) analytical framework, involving the interaction 
between social capital and institutional support, the study shows how students are 
immersed in a no-win situation. In fact, A. Valenzuela (1999) labels the phenomenon as a 
subtractive process whereby the students lose such attributes as their native language and 
cultural values, characteristics that are essential to a positive self-identity. Valenzuela 
adds that this subtractive effect often results in cultural divisions between generations of 
Mexican-origin people and may explain why M. and C. Smirez-Orozco (2001) have 
found differences in academic achievement among the various generations of Mexican 
immigrants. Other prominent scholars cited in the study include: H. Trueba, H. Romo, J. 
Ogbu, L. Olsen, P. Phelan, A. Davidson, H. Yu and C. Delgado-Gaitan. 
The educational history ofMexican-origin people has shown traditional practices 
aimed at maintaining a phenomenon of underachievement. The voices of the participants 
in this study mirror the past by revealing modem day institutional barriers which continue 
to prevent Mexican-origin students and their parents from profiting in the American 
system of education. Such institutional barriers guarantee the pyramidal structure of 
capitalism by maintaining the disparity of value between labor and capital in the U.S. 
Unless educators and advocates for children's rights take political action, the present 
system will never extensively improve the lives of Mexican-origin people and other 
marginalized groups. 
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